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“A moving book, part history, part memoir, of a hard time in a
cursed land redeemed by small but deeply meaningful acts of
courage. These were dark days indeed for Mississippi, but
Alston and Dickerson let in the light.”

— EVAN THOMAS, NEWSWEEK

“An unflinching look at the roots of racism that corrupts the
Mississippi government to this day. This compelling book is
must reading to understand the primal fears and political
manipulation that divide our nation and threaten our Founding
Fathers’ basic moral imperative: ‘All men are created equal.’”

— FRANK LALLI, INTERNATIONAL EDITOR-IN-CHIEF, READER’S DIGEST

“Alex Alston and James Dickerson have performed an invalu-
able service by unearthing painful truths . . . and portraying
them with graphic clarity. Alston, a tenacious and able trial
lawyer, and Dickerson, a gifted investigative journalist, bring to
the task not only their impressive skills, but a passion born of
having lived through the terrible events they describe. The
result is a courageous, provocative, and sobering reminder that
evil inevitably flourishes when good men fail to challenge it.”

— PARHAM WILLIAMS, DEAN EMERITUS, 
CHAPMAN UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF LAW

ynchings, beatings, arson, denial of rights,
false imprisonment—the civil rights era
brought attention to these heinous 

offenses that were the status quo for African
Americans in many areas of the country. And
no state was more notorious as a sanctuary for
the murderers and perpetrators of hate crimes
than Mississippi. In 1956 state lawmakers
installed the Mississippi State Sovereignty
Commission to preserve segregation and
“Mississippi Values” by declaring the state 
outside the jurisdiction of the federal govern-
ment. Under the auspices of the governor and
lieutenant governor, the commission joined
forces with groups such as the White Citizens’
Councils, which would stop at nothing in their
quest for white supremacy.

In Devil’s Sanctuary, Alex A. Alston Jr. 
and James L. Dickerson, both of whom grew
up in small-town Mississippi, recount the
state’s shameful racist history and explore how
Mississippi was able to get away with its role as
a safe haven for the most virulent and violent
racists, allowing them immunity from prosecu-
tion. The breakdown of institutions, with
everyone from judges and elected officials to
clergy and the media looking the other way, not
only permitted but even encouraged acts so
horrendous that many citizens cannot believe
they happened—and still could happen—in the
United States.

Analysis of the major crimes, the institu-
tional collusion, delayed and never-delivered
justice, and the state’s attempts at atonement is
interspersed with the authors’ accounts of what
they saw, heard, and experienced as whites—
thus “insiders”—from that troubled time to the
present day. Devil’s Sanctuary is part shocking
history and part moving memoir, an eyewitness
account of judicial, media, and economic ter-
rorism directed against African Americans.
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To Sarah Jane and our wonderful children, Trace, Alyce, and 

Sheldon

—Alex A. Alston Jr.

In loving memory of Rex and Muriel Turner, and their living 

son, Rex Jr., treasured family members who made a differ-

ence in my life

—James L. Dickerson
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“We speak now against the day when our Southern people 

who will resist to the last these inevitable changes in social 

relations, will, when they have been forced to accept what 

they at one time might have accepted with dignity and good-

will, will say, ‘Why didn’t someone tell us this before? Tell us 

this in time?’” 

—William Faulkner, 1955
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vii

Chronology

1926  Waterboarding, a torture technique used against blacks in 
Mississippi to obtain confessions, was outlawed by the 
Mississippi Supreme Court.

1936 Alex A. Alston Jr. is born.

1945 James L. Dickerson is born.

1954 Brown v. Board of Education, the landmark school 
desegregation case.

1955 Emmett Till murder.

Federation for Constitutional Government meets in Mem-
phis, Tennessee.

Clyde Kennard applies for admission to the all-white Missis-
sippi Southern College.

FBI targets civil rights leaders by ordering an investigation 
of the NAACP.

1956 Creation of Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission.

Byron De La Beckwith offers his services to the Sovereignty 
Commission.
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viii Chronology

1957 J. Edgar Hoover orders FBI agents to monitor the activities 
of Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern Leadership 
Conference.

1959 Citizens’ Council targets NAACP executive secretary Roy 
Wilkins.

  Lynching of Mack Charles Parker in Poplarville, 
Mississippi.

  Clyde Kennard again applies for admission to Mississippi 
Southern College; he is framed by the Mississippi State 
Sovereignty Commission on minor charges and sentenced to 
seven years in the state penitentiary at Parchman, 
Mississippi.

1961 Freedom Riders arrive in Mississippi to help register black 
voters.

1962 Riot at the University of Mississippi when James Meredith 
enrolls for classes.

1963 Cleve McDowell becomes the second black to attend the 
University of Mississippi.

  Mississippi civil rights leader Medgar Evers is murdered.

1964 Civil rights workers Michael Schwerner, Andrew Goodman, 
and James Chaney are murdered near Philadelphia, 
Mississippi.

  Charles Moore and Henry Dee are murdered by Klansmen 
near Meadville, Mississippi.

  Byron De La Beckwith is tried for the murder of Medgar 
Evers; there is a mistrial. He is tried again a few months 
later; again there is a mistrial.
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 Chronology ix

1966 Robert Kennedy visits the University of Mississippi.

1967 Beth Israel Congregation synagogue in Jackson, Mississippi, 
is bombed by the Ku Klux Klan.

  Seven men are found guilty of violating the civil rights of 
Schwerner, Goodman, and Chaney; eight men are found not 
guilty; and the jury is unable to reach decisions on three 
men, including Edgar Ray Killen, the Baptist minister 
accused of masterminding the plot.

1973 Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission is disbanded.

1989 Federal judge rules that Sovereignty Commission fi les must 
be opened to the public.

1994 Byron De La Beckwith is convicted of the murder of 
Medgar Evers. It is the fi rst ever murder conviction in 
Mississippi of a white man for a hate crime committed 
against an African American.

2005 Edgar Ray Killen is convicted of manslaughter in the 
murders of Schwerner, Goodman, and Chaney.

2007 James Ford Seale is convicted in the murders of Charles 
Moore and Henry Dee.

2008 James Ford Seale’s conviction is overturned by a federal 
appeals court.
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PART I

In the Beginning
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1

1

The Rose and the Thorn

It was the doomsday option, and they embraced it with a level of 
apocalyptic fervor usually reserved for the passing of collection plates 
in revival tents: with a choice between racial integration and state-
sponsored ignorance, Mississippi’s brain trust went with the latter. 
Early in 1954 the Mississippi legislature, stoking white racial fears, 
passed a proposed constitutional amendment that authorized the state 
to close its public schools rather than allow whites and blacks to 
attend the same classes.

For more than a year there had been street-corner talk that a 
pending case before the United States Supreme Court, Brown v. 
Board of Education, could result in the destruction of Mississippi’s 
segregated school system. Indeed, as expected, in May 1954 the High 
Court ruled that racial segregation was unconstitutional. The ruling 
stunned whites across the South, where African Americans were 
required by law to attend separate schools and prohibited to use any 
state or public facilities that were not designated for “coloreds.” Public 
buildings open to African Americans displayed Colored signs on 
separate rest rooms and water fountains, but many other buildings, 
such as libraries, hotels, and restaurants, were off-limits to citizens of 
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2 In the Beginning

color. African Americans bold enough to enter those buildings were 
subject to arrest.

Mississippians responded to the High Court ruling by going to the 
polls in November 1954 to ratify, by a two-to-one majority, the con-
stitutional amendment that empowered the state to close all public 
schools rather than submit to desegregation. Like most other South-
ern states, Mississippi has its own moral code, frequently referred to 
by politicians as “Mississippi Values.” On the surface, the code pro-
vides a positive approach to life, with references to God, patriotism, 
and family. But beneath the surface is a dark, brooding, some would 
say destructive way of thinking that supports a belief that the ends 
justify the means when it comes to preserving those Mississippi Val-
ues that provide a sense of worth to the state’s white residents. 

Culturally, white Mississippians often have a bipolar view of life: 
At one extreme is the rose, a symbol of the sweetness of life that is 
characterized by sunny skies, idyllic visions of both the past and the 
future, and a lingering sense of well-being. At the other extreme is the 
thorn, a symbol of generations of violence, brutality, and oppression 
of not just African Americans but any group that is different from the 
white majority. 

Mississippians have a long history of being against whatever the 
rest of the nation is for. It’s been that way from the beginning, and it’s 
not likely to change anytime soon. To understand why, you have to 
look at the state’s history. Mississippi was primarily settled by four 
groups of people: indigenous Native Americans; African American 
slaves who were brought to the state in chains; a handful of patriotic 
white Americans who moved to Mississippi after fi ghting in the Revo-
lution; and a large group of white Americans of English, Scottish, and 
Irish descent who fl ed to Mississippi to create an alternate universe 
because they were opposed to the “liberalism” of George Washington, 
Thomas Jefferson, and the other Founding Fathers. At the time of 
statehood, white Mississippians were outnumbered by blacks and 
Native Americans by a margin of more than two to one. White Mis-
sissippians remedied that, with President Andrew Jackson’s help, by 
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 The Rose and the Thorn 3

driving the Native Americans off their land and exiling them to Okla-
homa, thus making whites the new majority. 

Many of Mississippi’s early white settlers were a traitorous lot who 
wanted no part of the Revolution. They were British loyalists who 
came to what is now Mississippi to escape the colonies. They were 
proslavery and procorporation (the Founding Fathers were wary of 
corporations because of the corrupting infl uence they’d had on British 
society), and they did not believe in the new “liberal” government 
because they felt an allegiance to the conservative British monarchy. 
Liberal was a dirty word. Mississippians cringed whenever they heard, 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalien-
able Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness.” Early Mississippians wanted nothing so much as they 
wanted a king or queen to rule them, accepting the British view that 
some citizens, by virtue of their wealth and social standing, are more 
equal than others. That way of thinking has been Mississippi’s curse 
since statehood.

Oasis in the Delta 

Greenville is an oasis of literary and progressive thinking, the very 
soul of the Mississippi Delta. It is also a miracle city, having survived, 
during the 1800s and early 1900s, rampaging fl oods, raging fi res, and 
terrifying yellow fever epidemics. Somehow, each time the city was 
knocked fl at on its back, it always managed to spring back, just as 
feisty as ever. During the Civil War the city was once burned to the 
ground by the U.S. Army after overly optimistic Southern patriots 
opened fi re on passing federal warships. In 1927 it was put under six 
feet of water when the river overfl owed its banks and meandered for 
more than sixty miles toward Greenwood, a smaller Delta town built 
in the shadow of the red-clay hills that protected the rest of Missis-
sippi from the rampaging fl oodwaters. Greenville could kill you, or 
take away everything you loved, if you let it, or it could teach you les-
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4 In the Beginning

sons about the human condition that you could learn nowhere else in 
Mississippi.

Throughout the twentieth century, one of Greenville’s most admi-
rable qualities was its diversity. By a slight margin, most of the city’s 
inhabitants were African Americans, with the remainder made up of 
Scots, Irish, Italians, and Syrians. There was a large Chinese popula-
tion and a number of infl uential Jews. At a time when country clubs 
around the nation were excluding Jews as a matter of policy, a Jew was 
the president of Greenville’s country club.

The Mississippi Delta just might be one of the most exotic and 
fascinating places in the world. By the 1950s it had also become, as 
had most of the rest of Mississippi, a dark and fearful place, where 
neither God’s nor man’s laws were obeyed with any regularity. The 
Delta, for the most part, was inhabited by dirt-poor blacks and white 
rednecks, and a few wealthy white planters. Once a prehistoric seabed 
for the Gulf of Mexico, it surfaced to remain fl at as a pancake from 
the yearly fl ooding of the Mississippi River, which left rich deposits 
of black alluvial silt to await the cotton seed that made the Delta the 
envy of cotton growers the world over. 

African Americans constituted the vast majority of those who 
lived in the Delta and would have found this particular piece of real 
estate closer to a hell than the paradise that whites like to remember. 
By the mid-1930s most Delta counties were at least three-quarters 
black and composed of mainly poor agricultural laborers, tenant farm-
ers, and domestics. They were generally poorer and more suppressed 
than blacks in the rest of Mississippi. As a result, notes historian 
Charles M. Payne, “as blacks from other states feared going into Mis-
sissippi, blacks from the hill counties or piney woods of Mississippi 
were frequently reluctant to venture into the Delta.” 

James L. Dickerson:
My mother, Juanita Turner, did not live in Greenville when the Great Flood of 

1927 came—she and her family still lived in Mantachie, or “up in the hills,” as 

people in the Delta called northeast Mississippi—but out of curiosity my 
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 The Rose and the Thorn 5

mother’s father, Audie Turner, drove down to the Delta to witness its destruc-

tion. Once he arrived Audie borrowed a boat and paddled out into the fl ood-

waters, where he took photographs of the submerged buildings and the 

African Americans who were being vaccinated against typhoid fever by the 

U.S. Army medical corps. 

At the time, Audie was co-owner of a Mantachie department store, Turner 

& White, and he had no ambition to move to the Mississippi Delta. That 

changed in 1936, when someone backed a truck up to the back door of the 

store and carted away everything of value. With no insurance to cover the 

theft, Audie lost everything. Broke and without hope of supporting his family 

in Depression-ravaged north Mississippi, he used the family’s political infl u-

ence to obtain an appointment as a warden at the Mississippi State Peniten-

tiary in Parchman, located in the upper part of the Delta. Known to 

Mississippians simply as Parchman Farm, it was probably the most infamous 

prison in the United States. 

After four years at Parchman Farm, Audie moved his family to Greenville 

in 1940, where he took a job with the Mississippi Highway Department. It was 

while the family lived in Greenville that Mother met my Virginia-born father, 

James Luther Dickerson, while he was stationed at the Army Air Corps base on 

the outskirts of the city. He went by the name Luther when he was growing up, 

but his army buddies renamed him “Dick” and the name stuck. He was dis-

charged from the army in March 1946, when I was six months of age. By then 

Audie had taken a job as manager of the May’s Cash Store in Hollandale, a 

small town about thirty minutes away from Greenville. With Audie’s help, my 

father got a job as the manager of a May’s store in Greenville. May’s was a 

precursor to Wal-Mart in that it offered a line of clothing, for infants to adults, 

and a hardware division that also included a large inventory of war surplus 

materials—canteens, boots, outerwear, tools, and so on. 

It was around that time that my mother received a telephone call from the 

president of the Commercial National Bank in Greenville, Mississippi, where 

she had worked for several years as a teller. She’d quit her job when she’d 

learned she was pregnant with me. The bank president pleaded with her to 

return to work, but she said that she couldn’t possibly because she had no 

one to stay home with her son. As a solution, the banker offered his chauf-

feur’s wife as a babysitter. The black woman arrived for the job interview sit-
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ting in the backseat of the bank president’s luxury car, with her stoic husband 

at the wheel, neither person acknowledging that they knew the other. “She 

came and talked to me and I said okay—and I went back to work,” Mother later 

recalled.

That arrangement worked just fi ne for a while, but before long a problem 

developed—every time the babysitter picked me up, I started screaming. Not 

crying, mind you, like you’d do if you spilled your milk, but hollering at the top 

of my voice. Mother tried to work things out, but I would have nothing to do 

with the woman, so she was forced to let her go. She was about to quit her job 

at the bank, when she got an idea.

We lived on Central Avenue in a house once owned by a prominent judge. 

As was the custom in the South in those days, the alleys that ran behind the 

houses contained the shanties where the black families lived. On her way to 

work each morning, Mother had noticed a young black girl who lived in an 

alley down the street toward the levee. One day she stopped and asked if 

she’d ever taken care of babies. 

“Not white babies, but I’ve kept black babies,” the young girl explained. 

“I have a little baby of my own.”

Mother asked her to come by the house the following day so that they 

could talk. Sallie Mae Elle was just eighteen, but she was very mature for her 

age—and she had a smiling face that radiated love. I took to her right away, 

and, unlike the previous woman, who frightened me, I allowed Sallie Mae to 

hold and cuddle me, something she did with a sense of wonderment. She’d 

never held a white baby in her arms.

Sallie Mae fed me my breakfast each day and prepared lunch for the 

entire family. Later, when I began to talk—I never said “Mama” or “Dada,” but 

rather refrained from speaking until I could do so in complete sentences—I 

spoke in a mischievous manner, frequently teasing Sallie Mae and my 

parents.

Race relations in the 1940s throughout the South were devoid of the 

soon-to-emerge concept of equal rights. Whites and blacks either had good 

relationships with each other or they did not. Equal rights never entered into 

the equation, since it was inconceivable that blacks ever would have the same 

rights enjoyed by whites—in fact, it was against the law. At the time, Northern-

ers labeled blacks who had good relationships with whites as “Uncle Toms” 
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or “Mammies,” and to some extent that attitude has continued to the present 

day; however, relationships between the races were much more complex than 

that would suggest. 

Sallie Mae was the reason I became the fi rst white to integrate the public 

parks in Greenville, although you won’t fi nd any plaques there celebrating the 

occasion. That’s because the story’s never been told until now. Well, techni-

cally, I didn’t integrate the parks, Sallie Mae did, but I was the vehicle through 

which the integration took place. 

The day my destiny called, I was three. Mother was working at the bank 

when she spotted one of her neighbors in line at her teller’s window. The 

woman seemed agitated, judging by the way she twisted and turned and 

straightened her skirt every few moments, kicking her leg out, fi rst one way 

and then the other, pursing her lips as if she had recently sucked a lemon. Her 

eyebrows had been shaved and redrawn with a black mascara brush, a cus-

tom at the time among some whites. 

When the woman reached the window, she didn’t lay down a wad of cash 

or a check. She wasn’t there on banking business. She leaned over into the 

window, her voice low and ominous, whispering, “There’s something I need 

to tell you.”

Mother looked at her, not liking the way that sounded.

“What is it?”

The woman’s voice bristled with anger. “Did you know that that nigger you 

hired is bringing her little boy to the city park to play with your baby?”

Stunned, Mother said she didn’t know anything about that, which was the 

truth. 

“Well, I thought you ought to know,” the woman said; then she turned 

and left.

When she got home that day, Mother asked Sallie Mae about the neigh-

bor’s accusations. “Sallie Mae, have you been letting your little boy come up 

here to play?”

“Yes, ma’am,” answered Sallie Mae. “You don’t want me to?”

Sallie Mae had a luminous face. When she smiled, she lit up the room, 

and when she frowned, it nearly broke your heart. She was more than a sitter; 

she was a presence in our lives. Mother looked at Sallie Mae, who had been 

caring for me for two-and-a-half years and who loved me as if I was her own 
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child, and she thought about the morally twisted, self-righteous neighbor 

standing in line to share the bad news about Sallie Mae—and it was no 

contest.

“No,” Mother said, taken by the extravagant kindness in Sallie Mae’s 

face. “I think it’s a good idea—a very good idea.”

Thus Sallie Mae and her son and I became the subject of controversy at 

the city park, a place black children were prohibited from visiting. In my fi rst 

act of civil disobedience, we played on the swings and slides, and we chased 

each other across the rich Delta grass, which was soft as a cotton quilt when 

we tripped and fell into its fragrant folds. 

Mother, who could be stubborn and unyielding when she wanted to be, 

never explained why she went against the grain on that one, other than to say 

that it felt like the right thing to do. Parents sometimes fall into the trap of 

thinking it is what they buy for their kids or the schools they send them to that 

matters most. The reality is that what matters most are the daily decisions 

parents make about their children.

Mother’s decision to allow Sallie Mae to do what seemed reasonable and 

what felt right, despite the strong cultural and legal prohibition against racial 

mixing in city parks, had a profound effect on my life, for I grew up with an 

appreciation of black culture, never fearing blacks or hating them. And it has 

made all the difference. Fast-forward to 1964, when my college rock ’n’ roll 

band, the Strokers, became the fi rst all-white band to play in a black Memphis 

nightclub, and the ripple effect of Sallie Mae’s and Mother’s meeting of the 

minds becomes apparent and takes on a life of its own, which is how social 

progress invariably occurs. 

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
I was born in 1936 in a motel on Highway 61 in the smack center of this remark-

able region. My parents were white, but they were not part of the coalition of 

white plantation owners who controlled every aspect of the social and eco-

nomic life in the Delta. In fact, at this time, at the end of the Depression, my 

dad was desperately trying to make a living to support our family by managing 

this small motel as cars began moving up and down Highway 61. I remember 
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little about Cleveland, Mississippi, because when I was fi ve years old, my 

family moved ten miles east to Ruleville, a smaller Delta town, where my dad 

managed a small brick hotel. 

My fi rst memory of an encounter with an African American was in 1942, 

when I was about seven and living on the top fl oor of the hotel in Ruleville. I 

remember it as a rainy summer night. I was sound asleep in my small bed, 

tucked away in the corner of a large room on the top fl oor, when I was sud-

denly awakened by a loud, piercing scream: “Get that nigger!”

A young black man had broken into the hotel, stolen some items, and was 

attempting to escape down the fi re escape when the alarm was sounded. I 

was so proud of my dad. He’d heard the burglar and was chasing him down 

the corridor with the guests not far behind in hot pursuit. The burglar started 

down the fi re escape, but some men on the ground heard the commotion and 

started up the fi re escape after him, with my dad coming from the top. There 

was a horrible fi ght, which terrifi ed me because I thought the burglar would 

kill my dad. In the midst of the fi ghting, the burglar bit a large piece out of my 

dad’s leg, and they both fell to the ground, where they continued fi ghting. 

The posse, now a gang of about twenty-fi ve, gave chase with their guns 

blazing. Although the posse later told me that they had caught the “nigger” 

hiding on some upper slats in a small abandoned shack about a mile from the 

hotel, they didn’t tell me what happened to him; but by the manner in which 

the posse looked, talked, and bragged, even as a young boy I felt sure this guy 

never again saw the light of day. Although I had a million questions, I never 

discussed this event with my dad after that night. 

Surprisingly, this brutal incident involving my dad and a young black man 

had almost no impact on my view of blacks. The word nigger was commonly 

used to refer to any African American, and the resulting punishment for strik-

ing a white man was not unexpected. We lived in a caste system that tolerated 

no deviation from the rules. Certainly to strike a white would subject a black 

to the harshest punishment available. Any future thoughts of this incident 

during my adolescence would have involved the bravery of my dad and not the 

plight of the poor black. Following the hotel incident, my family moved about 

thirty-fi ve miles southwest to Hollandale, after Senator James O. Eastland got 

my father a real job at the post offi ce.
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A Rose Garden of Prickly Thorns

For the latter half of the twentieth century, the town of Hollandale, 
with a population of less than three thousand, was over 80 percent 
African American. In many respects it was a typical Delta town. The 
blacks were desperately poor and worked for the wealthy white planta-
tion owners. The black population included almost no landowners, 
artisans, or professionals, other than a few teachers at the black 
school. For the most part, black residents were titleless, almost citi-
zenless, and had no hope of ever escaping the poverty that had been 
handed down to them from their parents and their parents before 
them. There were exceptions, of course. 

Virtually unknown to the white population, blues legend Sam 
Chatmon sat on the street corners on Saturday afternoons and played 
his guitar, dressed like any poor black in town. When he wasn’t sing-
ing and playing his guitar, he toured the capitals of Europe, where he 
was hailed as an artistic genius and often presented medals of honor. 
One of his songs, “Sitting on Top of the World,” was a national hit and 
sold millions of copies. He was the most famous person in town, yet 
few people were aware of that fame. 

Hollandale was a fabulous place for a white child to live. There 
were frequent cakewalks on Main Street, where for a nominal fee you 
could walk in a circle marked off with chalk until the music stopped—
and hope you landed on a square that’d entitle you to own your favor-
ite dessert. During the fall and spring there were frequent parades 
that featured the Hollandale High School band and gaily decorated 
cotton trailers pulled by pickup trucks and tractors, all led through 
town by a string of leggy majorettes wearing fantasy-provoking uni-
forms as revealing as any swimsuit you could order from Sears, 
Roebuck. 

It was heaven growing up in the Delta in the 1940s and 1950s for 
many white boys and girls. Their freedom was unsurpassed. They had 
the full run of the Delta: the mule barns run by gypsies; the icehouse, 
where they could get a small piece of ice to cool off; and the slaughter 
plant, where they watched cows being hit over the head with sledge-
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hammers, with buzzards sitting on each fence post awaiting their 
share. They learned to drink, party, and dance way too early. In later 
years Mississippi writer Willie Morris, who never lived in the Delta 
but was familiar with its uniqueness, reminded us that we “acquired 
our taste for such partying early on, mainly to the accompaniment of 
a peregrinating black band out of Vicksburg called the Red Tops.” 
What great fun and camaraderie were felt at the Red Tops dances in 
Belzoni, Rosedale, Greenwood, and at Mink’s in Greenville and Lillo’s 
in Leland. The weather was usually pleasant, and if your skin was the 
right color, people were genuinely courteous and friendly. 

Aside from the cakewalks and parades in Hollandale, there was 
not much cultural activity one could speak of unless you counted the 
Bible-thumping revivals that the Methodists and Baptists held every 
year. The white students were dismissed from school for the daytime 
sessions, where they were saved several times from hell and damna-
tion by the powerful rhetoric of the spirited revival preachers, who 
could have moonlighted as fi re-eaters at the traveling carnivals, so 
fi ery was their speech.

There were at least two real cultural events that may have been 
the best in the land. It was one exciting time when the Silas Green, 
from New Orleans, and the nearby Rabbit Foot Negro minstrels came 
to town. Each came at separate times around cotton-picking season, 
when the blacks might have a few coins in their pockets. Usually they 
erected a gigantic tent, with a capacity of about fi fteen hundred peo-
ple, on A. Lee Ganier’s pasture, where Church Street meets Highway 
61 and across from Dorman’s little grocery store. Preceding each 
show’s appearance, the minstrels placed fabulous posters around town 
and sent a small band strutting in the streets, musically announcing 
their arrival. 

Saturday Night in the Delta

Although a few white customers came into C. R. Anthony’s in the 
1950s and 1960s, the overwhelming majority of customers were blacks 
who came to town on Saturdays to buy overalls, blue jeans, rubber 
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boots, piece goods, fancy dress shoes, nightgowns, white socks, and 
work shirts. On those days the streets were packed with African 
Americans. 

Navigating the sidewalks without actually touching a black person 
was always a challenge for whites. However, blacks seldom failed to 
open up a path for a white person, making room as if it were the part-
ing of the Red Sea. If an African American failed to yield the right of 
way, more often than not he or she would be slapped across the back 
of the head with a rolled newspaper, an action that usually evoked an 
apology from the victim.

Every Saturday night in Hollandale there was a drawing, the 
town’s version of a lottery. For every dollar that a customer spent, he 
or she would get a numbered ticket. At exactly 8:00 p.m., with the 
streets packed, a ticket was drawn and the lucky person would win 
one hundred dollars. The winners probably had never seen one hun-
dred dollars in their life, nor were they likely to see it ever again. 

Every Saturday night, at 11:00 p.m., the bell rang down at Jue’s 
Grocery, and the blacks knew they must get across the tracks to “Blue 
Front,” or back to their plantations. They had exactly one hour to get 
home or they would be arrested. At the stroke of the bell, the streets 
and sidewalks were invariably fi lled with black families, who quickly 
disappeared at the sound of the gong, sometimes dropping their new 
purchases in their haste to get out of town before their presence was 
challenged by the police.

Intermingled with the good times associated with growing up in 
a small town in Mississippi during the 1950s was a profound under-
current of what, for lack of a more descriptive word, could be termed 
evil. During the day white citizens went about their business with 
apparent good humor, glad-handing and backslapping their way 
through the workday, often interacting with blacks in a friendly man-
ner, only to surrender to their basic instincts once the sun went down. 
Under the cover of darkness, supposedly upstanding citizens intimi-
dated the black population on those occasions when blacks “talked 
back” to their overseers or whenever there was public talk of blacks 
having the right to vote.
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No African American was allowed to vote in Hollandale, although 
there were rumors that Buster, the post offi ce janitor, dearly wanted 
to vote. There was a lot of talk in those days about the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). If white 
children asked about the NAACP, they were told that it stood for the 
National Association for Apes, Coons, and Possums. 

Leland: Hellhole of the Delta

About eighteen miles north of Hollandale, at the fabled blues cross-
roads of Highways 61 and 82, is the small town of Leland, home of 
bluesman Jimmy Reed and Muppets creator Jim Henson. The town 
once was characterized by Collier’s Weekly as the “hellhole of the 
Delta” because of its passion for gambling, prostitution, and cocaine.

Like all Delta towns, Leland owes its existence to the bountiful 
cotton plantations that surround it. As late as the 1960s, plantation 
life throughout the Delta was geared toward perpetuating a rigid class 
system that was immune to the cultural compromises taking place on 
a daily basis in the rest of the country. 

When Hollis Baugh was growing up in the late 1950s and early 
1960s on a plantation outside Leland, he had little knowledge of the 
outside world. At a time when President John F. Kennedy eloquently 
urged America to tackle bold new frontiers, Baugh lived in a three-
room shotgun house with no indoor plumbing (he would not see an 
indoor toilet until he started school in 1964). His mother cooked on 
a wood stove, which also served as a major source of heat in the win-
ter months. 

Today Baugh, who is assistant director of the Mississippi State 
Personnel Board and one of the highest ranked blacks in state govern-
ment, looks back on those not-so-distant plantation days with a sense 
of wonderment. “We knew we didn’t have some things, but we didn’t 
know what we didn’t have. If we were deprived, we didn’t know it. 
Mama carried the load. She was the one who worried about things.” 

Sometimes the load was too much to bear. One day Hollis spotted 
his mother kneeling on a river bridge about three hundred yards from 
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their house. Sensing that something was wrong, he ran after her, arms 
outstretched, something deep inside him churning with fear, shout-
ing, “Mama, what are you doing?” 

“Oh, nothing,” she said, rising to her feet. “I was just praying.”
Wiping a tear from her cheek, she took his hand and walked him 

back home.
Years later, when Hollis was a student at Mississippi State Uni-

versity, his mother told him the truth about what almost happened 
that day on the bridge. “She brought it up herself,” Hollis later recalled, 
proud of the trust she put in their relationship. “She told me that hav-
ing all those kids [Hollis was her sixth of nine children] had gotten 
her down. She was having a hard time taking care of them. She told 
me she considered jumping off that bridge that day. She said that 
when I walked up to her, the urge to jump went away.”

Unlike the white children who lived on the plantation, Hollis 
lived in perpetual fear once the sun went down. The Delta was a 
scary place on a moonless night. He recalls a time when someone 
would come to their house late each night and bang against the side 
of the house. He’d see a face looking through the window into the 
darkened house, trying to make out something or someone inside. 
One night a friend hid in the edge of the fi eld in the hopes of catching 
the intruder. But the visits ended as quickly as they had begun, and 
they never found out who was terrorizing them in the dead of night.

Hollis’s mother worked in the cotton fi elds, picking cotton and 
chopping weeds, but she also worked as a housemaid for the family 
who owned the plantation. One Saturday morning she walked across 
the fi eld to the big house to carry out her cleaning duties and she 
found the owner lying in the bathtub. He’d blown his head off with a 
shotgun. Before calling the authorities, she took a few minutes to 
clean the blood off the fl oor and the walls. Many years later Hollis 
asked why she did that. Her answer spoke to the complicated relation-
ship that existed between plantation owner and servant, a mutually 
dependent relationship that often created a sense of allegiance that 
seems incomprehensible in today’s society: “Because I didn’t want 
anyone to see him like that.”
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Growing up, Hollis had very little contact with whites. “You knew 
your place, but there were times, especially on Saturday afternoons, 
when we all played football in the yard with the owner’s grandchil-
dren. That was the only interaction we ever had with white children. 
The only time I ever saw a white person in my church was when 
Daddy died and the plantation owner and his wife came to the ser-
vice. It was two different worlds. You knew your world, but you didn’t 
know much about the other world.”

Like most black children in the Delta, Hollis was pulled from 
school in the fall to pick cotton. After working all day in the fi elds, he 
was expected to do his homework when he got home in the evening. 
“On Friday morning we’d go to school and take tests, and then return 
to the fi elds in the afternoon. We never picked cotton on Sunday.”

In 2008 Hollis drove to Leland with a white woman who wanted 
to see the Muppets exhibit that the town had opened to celebrate the 
life of Jim Henson. While there, he decided to take her out to the 
plantation to meet the owner’s eighty-one-year-old son. To Hollis’s 
surprise, he greeted them warmly. “He seemed to take pride in the 
fact that I had left the farm and made something of my life. He took 
part ownership of that. He was proud of me. It surprised me. I’m glad 
he is proud.” 

James L. Dickerson:
Hollandale was a wild and crazy place in which to come of age. It was a town 

of dark secrets, unrestrained passions, and deep-seated hatreds, a place 

where heroes were in short supply and the pleasantries of life were abundant 

to those who could afford them. 

Some of my strongest memories as an adolescent in Hollandale involved 

hanging out with friends late at night, much later than a high school student 

should have been out, driving around in a car to follow married white men as 

they backed out the doors of their homes with their shoes in their hands. 

Sometimes they rode down the road to meet other white women. Other times 

they crossed the tracks to have sexual encounters with black women, some-

times establishing long-term relationships and raising secret families with 
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them. In those days it was not at all unusual for the older boys in my high 

school to have sexual relations with black girls.

White boys were not alone in breaking that taboo. As a teen, I once went 

to the picture show with a beautiful white girl my age who I later learned had 

sex with adult black men. People gossiped about her and made jokes behind 

her back, but they took no action against her, something I now find 

incredible.

Alex left for college nine years ahead of me, going fi rst to Millsaps College 

in Jackson, Mississippi, and then into the U.S. Marine Corps, where he served 

for nearly four years, before enrolling in law school at the University of 

Mississippi. 

Taking a different route out of town, I left for the University of Mississippi, 

where I played in a series of rock ’n’ roll bands (Road Runners, Strokers, 

Dynamics) while getting a degree in psychology, before pursuing careers fi rst 

in social work and then in journalism. It was during our overlapping “coming 

of age” experiences that most of the civil rights murders, bombings, and beat-

ings took place in Mississippi—the Emmett Till murder; the Medgar Evers mur-

der; the Mack Charles Parker lynching; the Henry Dee and Charles Moore 

murders; the murders of Michael Schwerner, Andrew Goodman, and James 

Chaney; and countless other acts of violence, some of which took decades to 

make their way into a court of law and some of which have never been 

prosecuted.

Growing up in Mississippi, we learned that there were people with certain 

beliefs who were immune to prosecution, regardless of their crimes. Looking 

the other way was the price one paid to preserve Mississippi Values. 
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Emmett Till: 
A Prelude to Terror

Racially, the situation in Mississippi during the summer of 1955 was 
rancid—and potentially explosive. Into that simmering cauldron, 
stirred by the Supreme Court’s desegregation decision the previous 
year, walked Emmett “Bobo” Till, a fourteen-year-old black youth 
from Chicago who traveled to Money, Mississippi, during summer 
break to visit relatives. Money is located along the eastern edge of the 
Delta, just outside Greenwood. The crossroads town, with its three 
stores, fi lling station, post offi ce, school, and cotton gin, took up less 
space than a single Chicago block. 

At 160 pounds, and standing fi ve feet fi ve, Till looked much older 
than his age, especially at a time when the average weight for adult 
American males was 160 pounds and the average height was fi ve feet 
eight.1 Although still a child, Till had the appearance of a chubby 
adult, despite a baby face that seemed out of place on his body.

One evening in late August, Till and eight other black youths 
around his age piled into a 1946 Ford and drove to one of the stores 
in Money, Bryant’s Grocery and Meat Market, a struggling business 
owned by a white couple: Roy Bryant, twenty-four, a veteran of the 
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U.S. Army’s 82nd Airborne Division, and his pretty wife, Carolyn, 
twenty-one, a beauty contest winner who dropped out of high school to 
marry Roy. Along with their two sons, aged two and three, they lived in 
the back of the two-story, ramshackle store. On this particular day Roy 
was out of town, helping a brother ride herd on a load of shrimp they 
had to transport from New Orleans to San Antonio, Texas.2 

Till and his friends met about a dozen youths, including two 
girls, in front of the store, a popular teen hangout for blacks. Bryant 
had built a checkerboard on the front porch, and some of the youths 
gathered around to watch two players test their skills. Some of the 
boys wrestled. Others segregated themselves so that they could talk 
about girls. Eager to fi t in, Till bragged about his white girlfriend. 
When the others doubted that he had a white girlfriend in Chicago, 
he produced a photograph from his wallet. Still unconvinced, one of 
the boys said, “There’s a pretty white woman in the store. Since you 
know how to handle white girls, let’s see you go in and get a date 
with her.” 

Till entered the store and encountered Carolyn standing behind 
the candy counter. Carolyn’s sister-in-law, Juanita Milam, was in the 
living quarters with her two sons and Carolyn’s two sons. It was cus-
tomary for Juanita and her children to stay with Carolyn when Roy 
was out of town. On the days when that happened, after the store 
closed at 9 p.m., Juanita’s husband, J. W. Milam, was in the habit of 
escorting the women and children back to his house, where Carolyn 
and her children spent the night. 

Till looked over the candy selection and asked for two cents’ worth 
of bubble gum. She handed the candy to him. According to Carolyn’s 
account of what happened, as explained by her husband to a reporter, 
Till grabbed her outstretched hand and squeezed it, mumbling, “How 
about a date, baby?”3 Fifty years later, Till’s cousin, Simeon Wright, 
who was there that evening, contradicted that account in his memoir, 
saying that Till made a purchase and left without incident. 

Whatever happened inside the store, everyone seems to agree that 
Carolyn followed Till and Wright outside, brushing past them at a full 
run to Juanita’s car, where she knew she could get her hands on a 
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pistol. If nothing happened in the store, as Wright later maintained, 
it begs the question as to why she went outside if it was not to look 
for a weapon. It was while she was outside that Till, hustled away by 
his fearful friends, gave Carolyn a “wolf whistle,” a sound that cut 
through the night air with the urgency of a bloody knife. 

After the teens left the store, Carolyn and Juanita agreed that it’d 
be better if they didn’t tell their husbands about the incident, so when 
J.W. arrived to escort them home that night, the women gave no indi-
cation there’d been a problem.

Roy and J.W. had the same mother but different fathers. J.W. was 
twelve years older than Roy and a great deal larger, standing six feet 
two and weighing 235 pounds. He was known around Money as Big 
Milam, a loud, boisterous man who knew how to get a hard day’s work 
from black plantation workers. Like his brother, J.W. had served in the 
United States Army, a veteran of World War II and an experienced 
platoon leader who’d taken a bullet in the chest from a German sol-
dier. Both brothers saw themselves as sons of the South who stood 
tall for Mississippi Values. 

When Roy returned home, Carolyn still said nothing to him about 
the incident, which today would be called sexual harassment. But 
back then it would have been called an invitation for an ass kicking 
or even worse. One of the few areas of agreement among the races at 
that time was that men, white and black, had a God-given right to 
avenge insults directed against their wives or girlfriends. Most of the 
killings that took place at that time were over “territorial” issues 
involving women. White men were equal opportunity avengers: they 
killed as many men of their own race over women as they did men of 
other races, whether black, Asian, or Native American. Black men 
killed other black men over that same territorial issue, though they 
almost never directed their anger against white men, even when justi-
fied, because they understood it would be an invitation for a 
lynching.

Perhaps Carolyn considered Till’s age when she fi rst decided not 
to mention the incident. Perhaps she simply didn’t want to experience 
the turmoil that would accompany telling her husband the truth. Per-
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haps she knew the fi rst question out of her husband’s mouth would 
be, “What did you do to encourage him?” 

Despite Carolyn and Juanita’s conspiracy of silence, Roy found 
out about the incident from a black fi eld-worker, who told him 
everything. It was Bobo Till who did it, the fi eld hand explained, 
and he’s staying with his uncle, Preacher Wright. There is no 
record of what Carolyn said when Roy confronted her with that 
information, but he must have been accusatory, wondering what 
else she wasn’t telling him. Had she fl irted with him? Had she, 
God forbid, had sex with him in the back room? It must have infu-
riated him that a black fi eld hand could tell him something about 
his own wife, something so private that it raised more questions 
than it answered. 

Roy, who was so poor that he didn’t own a car or a truck, called 
Big Milam and, without explaining why, told him he needed a ride 
fi rst thing in the morning. Big Milam balked. Little brother was ask-
ing for a favor on a Sunday, the only day he had to sleep in. Then Roy 
told him the whole story, something he hadn’t really wanted to do on 
the telephone. Big Milam’s only response was “I’ll be there.”

After he got off the telephone, Big Milam couldn’t stop thinking 
about what his brother had told him. It ate away at him like a cancer. 
It might be different if the blacks in the community weren’t already 
talking about it. The fact that they knew about it meant that he and 
his brother had to answer what he perceived to be a challenge to his 
family’s honor. That night he drove to Bryant’s Grocery and Meat 
Market. When he got there, Roy and Carolyn were asleep, the win-
dows all dark. He banged on the back door, the .45 Colt automatic 
he’d used to kill Germans, stuck in his belt. Roy came to the door, 
still half asleep. Big Milam told him that he didn’t want to wait until 
morning—he wanted to go right now.

Roy dressed and hurried out the back door, clenching a loaded 
pistol. Neither man said much as they got into Big Milam’s truck and 
drove the three miles to Preacher Wright’s house. There wasn’t much 
to say. Both men were stone-cold sober. In their minds they were on 
a mission from God. It took less than ten minutes to get to Wright’s 
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house. The house was dark when they arrived, so about fi fty feet off 
the road Big Milam turned off the truck lights and eased up beneath 
a cedar tree.

With a fl ashlight in one hand and the .45 in the other hand, Big 
Milam accompanied Roy to the front door and watched as his little 
brother took charge of the situation. Roy beat his doubled-up fi st 
against the door, pounding the fl imsy planking.

“Who is it?” asked a frightened voice on the other side of the 
door.

“Mr. Bryant from Money.”
“All right, sir. Just a minute.”
Preacher Wright opened the door and stepped out onto the 

porch. 
“You got a boy in there from Chicago?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I want to talk to him.”
Wright nodded and took both men into the house. He knew all 

about the trouble at the store, but he was confi dent they wouldn’t hurt 
a child, couldn’t possibly hurt a child who didn’t know any better. He 
fi gured they just wanted to give him a good whipping. They found Till 
asleep in a bed with Simeon, Preacher’s youngest son. By then the 
noise had awakened the boys. Big Milam shone the fl ashlight into 
Till’s face and asked, “You the nigger who did the talking?”

“Yeah,” Till replied.
Irritated by the tone of Till’s voice, Big Milam said, “Don’t say 

‘yeah’ to me—I’ll blow your head off. Get your clothes on.”
Wright pleaded with them not to hurt Till, explaining that the boy 

just didn’t have good sense. His wife, Elizabeth, offered to pay them 
money if they’d just leave the boy alone. By then they knew that Till 
was in serious trouble.

Big Milam told them to go back to sleep. Then they led Till out-
side to the truck, with Preacher and Elizabeth halfway following 
them, wringing her hands, staying far enough behind them so as not 
to be perceived as a threat. They heard someone in the truck, a third 
person, speaking in a voice that Preacher later described as “a lighter 
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voice than men,” identify Till as the boy who had caused the trouble 
at the store. 

Roy and Big Milam ordered Till into the back of the truck and 
told him to lie down fl at. He did as he was told without protest. They 
started the truck and drove off into the night. As soon as they were 
out of sight, Elizabeth ran to the house of a white neighbor and awak-
ened him, telling him what’d happened, speaking in a voice that 
seemed to outrun the words themselves. The neighbor looked out into 
the night, allowing his neighbor a respectful pause—he owed her that 
much—and then when the moment was right, he told her there was 
absolutely nothing he could do about it.

Elizabeth walked back home, confused about what she should do 
next. Today she would simply call 911 and ask for help. In the 1950s, 
African Americans were reluctant to approach white law enforcement 
offi cials, because it was not unusual for them to be members of the 
Ku Klux Klan. Elizabeth and Preacher left the other family members 
at the house and drove to nearby Sumner, where Elizabeth’s brother 
lived. The brother convinced them that they should drive to Green-
wood and report the abduction to the sheriff.

Meanwhile, Roy and Big Milam drove the back roads, looking for 
a place where they could put a good scare into Till. Big Milam knew 
of a one-hundred-foot cliff overlooking a river that ran very deep at its 
base. When they couldn’t fi nd it, they drove to Big Milam’s house, 
with the brothers still in the cab and Till stretched out on the fl oor of 
the truck, out of sight. They arrived shortly before dawn and escorted 
Till into a toolshed behind the house. Roy and Big Milam took turns 
working him over with their pistols, pausing periodically to ask him if 
he was sorry. According to their confession, the answer was always no. 
Pistol-whipping a prisoner was a punishable offense in the army 
because it was considered torture, but Big Milam had done it with 
German prisoners during the big war, and he’d always found it an 
effective way to get information.

Till baffl ed them. Although only a child, he took punishment that’d 
buckled the knees of German prisoners of war. They beat him with 
their pistols until they fractured his skull, broke his wrists, and caused 
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breaks in his legs. Still, he wouldn’t say he was sorry. Till called them 
bastards and told them that he was as good as they were.

Exhausted, their arms and hands stinging and aching from the 
force of their pistols striking his body, the men loaded Till into the 
truck again and drove down the road to a cotton gin owned by Pro-
gressive Ginning Company. By then it was daylight. The gin was in 
the process of being renovated, and Big Milam had seen workers 
discard a circular metal fan, about three feet in diameter. They 
loaded the fan into the back of the truck with Till and drove to the 
Tallahatchie River, where they crossed the bridge and turned along 
a dirt road that ran parallel to the river. They drove for about two 
miles to a place where Big Milam once hunted squirrels. They pulled 
the truck up to the riverbank and stopped, ordering Till to unload 
the seventy-four-pound fan and carry it to the riverbank. He did as 
he was told, dropping the fan into the dirt at the place indicated by 
Big Milam.

At that point, according to their confession, their plan was to tie 
the boy to the fan with barbed wire and threaten to throw him into 
the river if he didn’t say he was sorry for what he had done. Again, 
they asked him if he was sorry. Again, he said he was not.

Big Milam told him to take off all his clothes. Till slipped off his 
shirt, pants, underwear, shoes, and socks—and stood naked before 
the two men. Big Milam asked him if he still thought that he was as 
good as a white man.

“Yeah,” was Till’s one-word answer.
“And you still say you’ve had white women?”
“Yeah.”
Big Milam pointed his .45 automatic at Till and squeezed the 

trigger, the bullet striking him in the side of the head. Till dropped 
hard. The brothers then tied the fan to Till’s neck with barbed wire 
and rolled him and the fan into the river. They gathered up his shoes 
and clothing and tossed the bundle into the back of the truck. 

They arrived at Big Milam’s house in time to burn Till’s shoes and 
clothing in the backyard before the rest of the household woke to cook 
breakfast prior to dressing and going to church. Later in the day, when 
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the sheriff arrived to ask the brothers about Till, they admitted they’d 
taken him from the house but they said they had only taken him back 
to Roy’s house so that Carolyn could identify him. She had said he 
wasn’t the one, so they turned him loose unharmed. They said they 
didn’t have any idea where he was now, but they thought that he had 
probably gone back to Chicago. The sheriff left without making an 
arrest.

Three days later, two boys were fi shing on the river when they 
came across a pair of feet sticking up out of the water. Till’s body had 
surfaced. News of the murder swept through the Delta, prompting 
Hodding Carter, editor of the Delta Democrat-Times in Greenville, to 
editorialize that the “people who are guilty of this savage crime should 
be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.” 

Till was not the only black murdered that summer. The Reverend 
George Washington Lee was killed in the Delta town of Belzoni by a 
shotgun blast after he became the fi rst black in that community to 
register to vote. No one was ever arrested for his murder. In Brookhaven 
a black man named Lamar Smith, who’d been encouraging blacks to 
vote against a white incumbent, was murdered on the courthouse 
lawn in broad daylight. The sheriff witnessed the shooting but refused 
to arrest the killer. Not enough evidence, he explained.

Within days after Till’s body was found, Roy Bryant and Big 
Milam were arrested and charged with murder. Incredibly, they went 
to trial just four weeks later, only to be acquitted by an all-white, male 
jury that deliberated for only sixty-seven minutes. Afterward a juror 
told a reporter that the verdict would have come sooner if they hadn’t 
taken a break to have soft drinks. Defense attorneys had argued that 
the body found in the river wasn’t Till’s—photographs of the remains 
revealed a horribly disfi gured corpse that barely seemed human. Since 
DNA testing had not yet been developed for use in criminal cases, the 
prosecutor had no court-friendly science with which to counter the 
defense’s argument. 

At Till’s funeral in Chicago, his mother insisted that the coffi n 
remain open so that everyone could see how horribly abused her son 
had been in Mississippi. Jet, a black-owned and -edited magazine with 
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a national circulation, published photographs of Till’s disfi gured corpse, 
sparking an outrage among African Americans over the brutal nature 
of the crime. The national media responded with horror at events in 
Mississippi, as did the NAACP. Life magazine published a full-page 
editorial, In Memoriam: Emmett Till, which noted that Till’s father 
had died in Italy fi ghting for his country during World War II.

Senator James O. Eastland leaked to the Commercial Appeal in 
Memphis, one of the South’s highest-circulation newspapers, infor-
mation obtained from military offi cials that Till’s father, Louis Till, 
was executed by the U.S. Army in 1945 for rape and murder. In 
response, the Jackson Daily News, one of the most staunchly segrega-
tionist dailies in the South, sent a reporter to Chicago to interview 
Till’s mother. Based on that interview, the newspaper ran a story that 
supported the Commercial Appeal’s story. In an editorial written by 
Major Frederick Sullens, the Jackson Daily News described the mur-
der as a “brutal, senseless crime,” but in typical fashion it complained 
that the NAACP was using the incident to “arouse hatred and fear.” 

The Best Confession That Money Could Buy

In June 1956 Look magazine published an article entitled “The Shock-
ing Story of Approved Murder in Mississippi.” The story focused on 
Emmett Till, whose murder had become a catalyst for the emerging 
civil rights movement. In the article, written by William Bradford 
Huie, Roy Bryant and Big Milam confessed to Till’s murder, protected 
from prosecution again by the same constitution that they’d so fl a-
grantly trampled on.

To write the article, Huie met with Bryant and Milam in their 
lawyer’s offi ce in Greenwood, where the two men provided the grue-
some details of the murder. For their confession, Look paid the two 
men a total of four thousand dollars, a signifi cant sum in the mid-
1950s. Milam did most of the talking about the actual murder, with 
Bryant providing most of the information about the events that led up 
to the murder. 

Neither man showed remorse. Explained Milam: 
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Well, what else could we do? He was hopeless. I never hurt a nig-
ger in my life. I like niggers—in their place—I know how to work 
’em. But I just decided it was time a few people got put on notice. 
As long as I live and can do anything about it, niggers are gonna 
stay in their place. Niggers ain’t gonna vote where I live. If they 
did, they’d control the government. They ain’t gonna go to school 
with my kids. And when a nigger gets close to mentioning sex 
with a white woman, he’s tired of living. I’m likely to kill him. Me 
and my folks fought for this country, and we got some rights.4

Not impressed with the jury’s verdict was Tallahatchie County 
sheriff H. H. Dogan, who compiled a list of that county’s 1955 mur-
ders, indicating that there were four killings, three men and one 
woman, all African Americans. Two of the murders were committed 
by blacks; two were committed by whites. Opposite each murder vic-
tim were the names of the killer or killers. Listed as the murderers of 
Emmett Till were J. W. Milam and Roy Bryant.5 Dogan wasn’t the sort 
of man to mince words.
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Mississippi Crosses 
the Line

With passions running high in Mississippi over the U.S. Supreme 
Court’s desegregation order, nationwide publicity about the Emmett 
Till murder poisoned race relations in the state and infl amed an 
already heated gubernatorial campaign. The mood of white voters was 
clear: Not since the Civil War had their passions been so revved. All 
across the state, there was an “us against them” mentality.

The top contenders in the governor’s race in 1955 were J. P. Cole-
man and former governor Fielding L. Wright, who had served from 
1946 to 1952. Wright, a native of Rolling Fork, the birthplace of blues 
legend Muddy Waters, had a national reputation as a segregationist. 
His favorite line was that segregation was an eternal truth that tran-
scended party politics. Of the two candidates, Coleman was the more 
moderate. He had begun his political career in 1946 as a circuit court 
judge in Ackerman, a small town ninety miles northeast of Jackson. 
By the time he ran for governor, he’d already been elected state attor-
ney general, but despite an impressive resume he was nowhere near 
being the most powerful political leader in the state. That distinction 
rested with Senator James O. Eastland, or “Big Jim,” as he was known 
to his constituents. 
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Eastland, the owner of a fi ve-thousand-acre cotton plantation in 
Sunfl ower County, was a big man who smoked big cigars. He had a 
slovenly appearance and an oversized beet-red face that always seemed 
at full moon. That election year Eastland took to the stump, spreading 
the word from one end of the state to the other. “You are not required 
to obey any court which passes out such a ruling,” he said, referring 
to the Supreme Court. “In fact, you are obligated to defy it.” The High 
Court was guilty of a “monstrous crime,” Eastland said, and was a 
“clear threat and present danger to the very foundation of our Repub-
lican form of government.” In a speech delivered on the fl oor of the 
U.S. Senate, Eastland accused the Supreme Court of “participation 
in the worldwide communist conspiracy.”1

Eastland’s rhetorical bombast left no room for reasoned debate. 
Coleman didn’t agree with Eastland’s ranting about defying the U.S. 
Supreme Court, but he avoided going head-to-head with Eastland 
during the campaign because he knew it would cost him votes. 
Remarkably, in one of the biggest election surprises of the decade, 
Coleman defeated Wright. Early in December 1955, in the weeks 
leading up to his inauguration, Coleman did an about-face and criti-
cized Eastland’s proposals to fi ght the Supreme Court, calling his 
ideas “foolish” and “legal poppycock.”

An Ominous Gathering 

It was the week after Christmas 1955. Memphis, Tennessee, was in 
one of those gray, winter funks that often precede New Year’s Eve 
celebrations in the city. Somber skies. Intermittent drizzle. Bone-
chilling winds sauntering in off the Mississippi River. Together they 
created a soaring misery index that dampened spirits and wrinkled 
brows. It was in the midst of that stubborn atmospheric lethargy that 
James Gunter, an enterprising reporter for the city’s morning newspa-
per, the Commercial Appeal, long labeled liberal because of its crusad-
ing editorials against the Klan, received a tip from a downtown source 
that something big was in the works.2 Senator Eastland had been 
spotted in the city, along with South Carolina senator Strom Thur-
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mond and dozens of other prominent Southerners, all of whom had 
reputations as ardent segregationists.

Gunter made a few telephone calls and tracked Eastland and 
Thurmond to the Peabody Hotel, an upscale inn that author Wil-
liam Faulkner once proclaimed the cornerstone of the Mississippi 
Delta. Arriving at the posh downtown hotel, Gunter found himself 
blocked from entering the banquet room where the meeting was 
taking place. Burly guards, precursors to the muscle shirts that later 
would become fi xtures at rock concerts, told him that the gathering 
was private. He was pushed back, menacingly warned to keep his 
distance. 

Why Memphis was chosen for the meeting is a mystery, but there 
was nothing mysterious about why the Commercial Appeal was barred 
from the banquet room: in 1923 the newspaper’s editorials and car-
toons against the Klan had been awarded the Pulitzer Prize for meri-
torious public service. Gunter, who had a legacy to protect, stood his 
ground, taking note of who entered and exited the banquet room. 
When he cornered one delegate in the hallway and asked who would 
be speaking that day, one of the organizers punched the delegate 
before he could answer, a warning to keep his mouth shut. The two 
men quickly retreated behind closed doors.

Gunter was astonished by what he saw that afternoon. Political 
leaders from twelve Southern states were at the hotel. It was the larg-
est gathering of its kind since before the Civil War. When the four-
hour meeting broke up, Gunter was able to talk to enough people to 
piece together a story. The group, which named itself the Federation 
for Constitutional Government, had devised a plan to fi ght racial 
desegregation in the South. In the weeks following the Memphis 
gathering, the group established offi ces in Louisiana and remained in 
operation well into the 1960s. 

Gunter rushed back to the newsroom with a list of thirty-fi ve men 
he had recognized at the hotel. In addition to Thurmond and East-
land, the organizer of the meeting, he identifi ed former Mississippi 
governor Fielding L. Wright, Congressman John Bell Williams of 
Mississippi, and Mississippi speaker of the house Walter Sillers. The 
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next morning, the Commercial Appeal exposed the secret gathering 
with a page-one story and a headline that read 

Federation for Constitutional Government Is Designed 
to Build Up Effective Force Against Integration

The story made much of the fact that the meeting was held in 
secret, and it identifi ed John U. Barr, a wealthy industrialist from 
New Orleans, as the chairman. During a brief exchange with Gunter, 
Barr bragged: “This organization is restricted to the South now, but 
we have found supporters all over the nation. We’ve kept this thing 
under wraps until we knew our strength.”

News of the Memphis gathering made its way to New York City, 
where an editor at the New York Times yanked the story off the wire 
and gave it to an aggressive young reporter, Anthony Lewis, to follow 
up with telephone interviews. Lewis was able to obtain enough infor-
mation from Barr and others to write a story that editors felt was good 
enough to make the front page.3 In the story, Eastland is quoted as 
saying that the new group would fi ght the Supreme Court, the labor 
unions, and the NAACP. Equally tenacious, Barr barked that the 
group would “fi ght anything” that got in its way.

Together the New York Times and the Commercial Appeal 
obtained the names of most of those in attendance. Aside from 
Eastland and his supporters, the two most powerful were Barr, a 
director of the National Association of Manufacturers, and Leander 
Perez, a powerful Louisiana segregationist who once crowed that 
there were two types of blacks: “Bad ones are niggers and good ones 
are darkies.”

FBI director J. Edgar Hoover was particularly interested in the 
Memphis gathering. Two months earlier his racial prejudices had 
exploded when he was told by a Memphis source that the NAACP 
had used a letter he’d written in 1946, praising the organization as one 
that promoted “equality, freedom, and tolerance,” to refute charges 
that it had a relationship with the Communist Party. Hoover ordered 
an investigation into NAACP activities. Two days after receiving the 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   30devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   30 4/1/09   10:59:35 PM4/1/09   10:59:35 PM



 Mississippi Crosses the Line 31

order, FBI assistant director Alan Belmont provided Hoover with a 
report that outlined the NAACP’s “subversive agenda.” Thus it was in 
the weeks preceding the Memphis gathering that Hoover launched 
his secret, Memphis-inspired campaign against the civil rights 
movement. 

Birth of the Sovereignty Commission 

By the time J. P. Coleman took offi ce in January 1956, he had only 
two choices when it came to the Memphis gathering: he was either 
“for ’em or against ’em.” Neutrality was not an option. He confi ded to 
friends that he didn’t care for either choice, but like most white Mis-
sissippians, he was opposed to forced integration—and he didn’t have 
the political strength to stand up to the hatemongers. 

In the weeks after the Memphis gathering, Coleman abruptly 
changed the moderate positions he’d taken during the campaign and 
embraced the radicalism advocated by Eastland, telling reporters his 
stand on segregation would provide a “bombshell” that could be heard 
“from the Atlantic to the Pacifi c.”

Rather than risk losing any of the hard-fought power he’d gained 
as governor, Coleman came down squarely on the side of Big Jim 
Eastland, who earlier that year had become chairman of the powerful 
U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee. It was Eastland’s position that 
states had a legal right to pass “acts of nullifi cation” to void Supreme 
Court decisions that violated the Constitution. When Eastland advo-
cated the creation of a state commission that would have the power 
to fi ght the federal government, Coleman embraced the idea, not will-
ing to risk confrontation with a raging bull like Eastland. 

Early in 1956, Coleman sent a bill to the Mississippi legislature 
to create a super-secret spy agency designed to protect the state from 
the encroaching power of the federal government. The new agency 
would be named the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission. The 
bill was clearly a product of the gathering that had taken place in 
Memphis the previous December. Under the provisions of the bill, the 
commission was empowered to “perform any and all acts and things 
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deemed necessary and proper to protect the sovereignty of the State 
of Mississippi, and her sister states, from encroachment.”4 The com-
mission was given the authority to examine the records and docu-
ments of any citizen or organization, and it was provided with a 
broad-ranging subpoena power that included the authority to enforce 
obedience “by fi ne or imprisonment” at the discretion of the commis-
sion. It was designed to operate independently of state government, 
when necessary, and permitted to solicit and use private funds to 
carry out covert operations. 

Coleman thought that support for the proposal would be unani-
mous, considering the times they lived in, but he was mistaken. 
Among the 49 senators and 140 members of the House present for 
the session that considered the bill were Representative William 
Winter, who went on to hold several state offi ces, including tax col-
lector, lieutenant governor, and governor, and Representative George 
Rogers, who eventually left Mississippi politics to work for the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency. “Those of us who were Coleman supporters 
in the legislature viewed the proposal for the Sovereignty Commis-
sion with a lot of misgiving,” Winter later said. “It was viewed then, 
I think, as a body that in the wrong hands could create a lot of 
mischief.”5

There was little debate on the bill. Most of the discussion was 
done in backrooms. When the bill came to a vote, it passed by a mar-
gin of 130 to 2, with 8 representatives not voting. Representatives 
George Rogers and Woody Hewitt cast the only votes in opposition. 
Rogers voted against the bill because there was talk that public money 
would be used to fi nance the activities of the Citizens’ Council. “I 
thought that was an improper—if not unconstitutional—use of public 
funds,” he said. “I wasn’t in sympathy with all the activities of the 
Citizens’ Council anyway, so I voted against it.”6

Rogers’s opposition to the bill is interesting because of his later 
involvement with the CIA, where he worked on the staff of the Intel-
ligence Community, a division of the CIA that coordinated the 
intelligence-gathering activities of more than thirteen governmental 
agencies, including the Defense and Justice departments. “I was in 
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the part that dealt with computers,” Rogers explained. “It was fasci-
nating work.” Whether he read the information or not, subsequent 
reports on the very commission he voted to defeat surely went through 
his CIA offi ce. 

“After it was passed, some of us talked about it and developed 
increased misgivings about it,” says Winter. Those misgivings resulted 
in a motion to reconsider. By the time the bill came up for the fi nal 
vote, forty-nine lawmakers had backed away from it, including Win-
ter, who this time around voted against it. The fi nal vote in the House 
was 91 in favor of the bill, with 23 against and 26 not voting. It sailed 
through the Senate without a dissenting vote. 

Staffi ng the Sovereignty Commission 

The Mississippi capitol rotunda offers a memorable example of the 
richness of the architecture afforded public buildings constructed at 
the turn of the century. In many ways the three-story building, dedi-
cated in 1903 and constructed at the then-unheard-of cost of one 
million dollars, is a replica of the national Capitol in Washington, 
D.C. Identical east and west wings for the Senate and the House of 
Representatives meet beneath a blue and gold dome decorated with 
colorful stained-glass panels that brighten a rotunda open from the 
ground fl oor to the dome’s apex. 

The governor’s offi ce is located on the second fl oor, set off by 
eight marble pillars that appear to support the third fl oor. It was 
behind the impressive door of the governor’s offi ce that J. P. Coleman 
organized the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission on May 2, 
1956. Four months earlier, while taking the oath of offi ce, Coleman 
had brought attention to the commission by saying, “I have not the 
slightest fear that four years hence when my successor assumes his 
offi cial oath that the separation of races in Mississippi will be left 
intact.” The way the commission was designed, the governor and the 
lieutenant governor were held responsible for the body’s operation. 
The governor was authorized to appoint an overall director as well as 
a director of public relations. 
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For the commission’s fi rst director, Coleman chose a member of 
the legislature, Representative Ney Gore of Quitman County. Leon-
ard Hicks, a former head of the Mississippi Highway Patrol, was put 
in charge of the investigative department. Former FBI agent Zack Van 
Landingham was hired as the commission’s only investigator. For the 
post of public relations director, Coleman picked the man who had 
served as his publicity manager in the 1955 campaign, Hal DeCell, a 
highly regarded editor of the Deer Creek Pilot, a small-circulation 
weekly in Rolling Fork.

With the creation of the commission, Mississippi once again 
stepped across that philosophical line that had been drawn in the 
sand before the Civil War. Mississippians felt they were patriotic—
indeed, they would punch you in the mouth if you suggested that they 
were not—yet they could not in good conscience support the concept 
that “all men are created equal.” For the second time in one hundred 
years, they retreated to their belief in a caste system that stood in 
stark opposition to the beliefs of the Founding Fathers. As they’d done 
in the Civil War, they became obsessed with preserving a way of life 
that existed only in their own minds.

Most of the race-baiting that occurred in Mississippi that year 
came from the Jackson Citizens’ Council. Under the leadership of 
William J. Simmons, the son of a prominent Jackson banker, this rac-
ist, right-wing organization formed countless terrorist cells in small 
communities throughout the state. Since 1955 the council had pub-
lished a four-page tabloid newspaper, the Citizens’ Council, that regu-
larly attacked African American quests for freedom as “tribal instincts” 
aroused by “NAACP witch doctors” who wanted to do away with 
American concepts of justice in order to install African models. Blacks 
were depicted as depraved, diseased, and prone to a criminal 
lifestyle.7 

One of the approaches taken by the Jackson Citizens’ Council 
during this time was to support the allegation that the “racial revolu-
tion” taking place in America was the result of a Communist con-
spiracy hatched in the Soviet Union. Thus to be in favor of integration 
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was to be against Mom, apple pie, and the American fl ag. The three 
leaders of the council—Simmons; Medford Evans, editor of the coun-
cil’s newspaper; and Louis Hollis, the council’s national director—
had a history of supporting far-out causes. All three men were also 
members of the super-secret John Birch Society, a right-wing organi-
zation that had a large national following and a reputation for extrem-
ist dialogue.

The Commission Gets Down to Business

On May 16, 1956, ten days after stories about the commission’s cre-
ation appeared in newspapers across the state, Byron De La Beck-
with, a thirty-five-year-old tobacco salesman from Greenwood, 
Mississippi, typed out a letter to Governor Coleman.8

“Nothing I know of would give me greater pleasure than to be 
allowed to serve as an investigator for the purpose of assisting Chief 
L. C. Hicks in uncovering plots by the NAACP to integrate our 
beloved State,” said Beckwith in the letter. “I am long and strong for 
maintaining segregation.” As part of his employment application, 
Beckwith cited his experience as an ex-marine on Guadalcanal, in the 
Solomon Islands, where he received the Purple Heart; his member-
ship in both the National Rifl e Association and the Greenwood Citi-
zens’ Council; and his profi ciency with fi rearms. He said he was 
“expert with a pistol, good with a rifl e and fair with a shotgun . . . and 
RABID ON THE SUBJECT OF SEGREGATION.”

Beckwith’s letter was typical of the enthusiasm and optimism 
with which the Sovereignty Commission was greeted by disaffected 
whites who dreamed of a defi nitive race war that would settle the 
racial problem once and for all. 

Shortly after starting work on May 15, public relations director 
Hal DeCell organized a series of out-of-state trips for himself and his 
wife, Carolyn, for the purpose of getting “our side of the story to the 
hometown newspapers outside the South.”9 His fi rst trip was to Lou-
isville, Kentucky, where he attended the annual meeting of the 
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National Editorial Association, handed out commission literature, and 
networked with editors he thought would be useful to the cause.

That summer, after the Citizens’ Council in Clarksdale, Missis-
sippi, complained to the Sovereignty Commission that NBC television 
had sent a fi lm crew to the city, DeCell learned that the interviews 
would be broadcast on a program titled Outlook. Fearful that NBC 
would edit the fi lm in such a way as to hurt the commission’s efforts, 
he fl ew to New York with Carolyn and talked his way into the editing 
room, where he served as an adviser, frequently asking editors to set 
aside selected parts of the fi lm. What the editors didn’t know was that 
he secretly stuffed the fi lm clippings into his briefcase.

Back in Jackson, DeCell declared his trip a great success: “When 
we left New York, the fi lm was scheduled to appear on August 26. 
However, immediately upon my return I heard from New York that 
Reuven Frank of NBC had canceled it because he said it would make 
him look like a segregationist. I imagine it was because he couldn’t 
fi nd the clipped portions of the fi lm.”10

DeCell made no effort to keep his mission a secret. The Jackson 
State Times praised DeCell for sabotaging the fi lm: “Certainly no 
showing of the fi lm at all is better than having produced the one 
intended before DeCell got word of the venture. Much of what the 
Commission has done and will do, though, can never be told. Its 
behind-the-scenes investigations into race relations, for example, have 
nipped some few instances of unrest in the bud. Details must remain 
secret.”

While DeCell was out on the road, director Ney Gore undertook 
a two-day, 598-mile road trip through Mississippi in an effort to 
recruit support for the commission. He met with supporters in Green-
wood on September 15. It is not known if he spoke with Byron De La 
Beckwith on that date, but it is likely he did, since Beckwith was on 
the membership committee of the Greenwood Citizens’ Council and 
his letter to Governor Coleman had been hand-delivered to Gore by 
the governor’s secretary, a gesture that, however intended by Governor 
Coleman, provided Gore with a contact person in Greenwood. 
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Alex A. Alston Jr.:
Without telling my parents where I was going, I sneaked out of my house early, 

in order to get a good seat. There were two rows of seats up front reserved for 

the whites. Probably a couple of dozen whites would attend, and the rest were 

blacks. This was the only integrated event I ever attended during my child-

hood, although it really was not fully integrated because the few whites 

attending were carefully placed in a few front seats where they wouldn’t have 

to sit by blacks. It never occurred to me at that time to challenge the law that 

prevented blacks from sitting “up front.” This was the way it was. Jim Crow law 

prevailed, and it was forbidden for a black to sit with a white. Ironically blacks 

were allowed to stand with whites in some situations, such as in neighbor-

hood grocery stores or in the bank. Even then whites were always served 

fi rst.

When the band started playing and the show opened, the air would be so 

fi lled with excitement you would think it might explode. The Silas Green Show 

from New Orleans was my favorite. It was part musical, part comedy, part 

dancing, and part revue, with a solid black company that must have exceeded 

seventy members. The music was wonderful, and the slapstick comedy was 

hilarious. The chorus lines of beautiful dancers could shake their scantily clad 

bodies with a rhythm that was riveting and could very well have the tendency 

to arouse an adolescent male’s prurient interest. The singers, comedy acts, 

costumes, lights, and the most talented nine- and twelve-piece house bands 

one could imagine made for the best entertainment I can ever remember. 

Of course, it was not standard entertainment. It came like a whirlwind 

with great excitement among the blacks. It was a unique cultural event with 

an all-black cast that came lumbering in with a giant tent and bands blaring. 

Blacks in Hollandale, to this day, remember the shows as the greatest cultural 

events they’d ever seen.

The same can be said about the Rabbit Foot Minstrels. I liked the fact that 

they originated from Port Gibson, Mississippi, which was right down the road 

from Hollandale on Highway 61, fewer than ninety miles. The show was mighty 

proud of its gigantic sign that ran the whole length of the tent: F. S. WALCOTT’S 

ORIGINAL RABBIT FOOT MINSTRELS. It performances were spectacular, with colorful 

lights and elegant costumes and with the greatest music in the world that 
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grew out of this cotton country that spawned blues, gospel, jazz, country, 

rockabilly, and rock ’n’ roll. For a time, the show was home to blues legends 

Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith. 

I didn’t experience any racial disturbances at the show or, for that matter, 

any police presence. All I saw was a congenial atmosphere between the races. 

Perhaps this was because it was an all-black venue and the whites were treated 

as special guests. This was consistent with Jim Crow culture, as when whites 

attended the funeral of a favorite servant. Of course, if blacks ever attended a 

white event and sat wherever they pleased, there would have been a riot.

Once, when I was about twelve, my friends and I noticed some black kids 

playing baseball north of town in a large fi eld next to Deer Creek. As we walked 

by, we started throwing the ball around, and the next thing we knew we were 

actually playing a ball game with the black kids. Feeling some uneasiness but 

not realizing that it was a major violation of the social code, we played ball 

with them on several occasions. When our parents found out, the fun came to 

a screeching halt. I’d never seen my dad as angry as he was on that day. My 

dad’s reaction didn’t bother me in the least. I fully accepted the culture. It was 

the culture of my parents and my grandparents and any authority I knew. I was 

more concerned that I may have violated the rigid Jim Crow moral code than I 

was angry or confused about my dad’s reaction. 

During most summers when I was in high school, I worked at Leroy Percy 

State Park, located fi ve miles west of Hollandale. It had a wonderful swimming 

pool and a large lake with piers and boats for fi shing. After cutting the grass 

in the morning, I served as lifeguard when the pool opened in the afternoons. 

The pool attracted any number of beautiful young white damsels from around 

the Delta, many of whom I attempted to lure to the lodge to dance. Sometimes 

I was lucky and danced to a sparkling nickelodeon in that beautiful cypress 

lodge built during the Depression by the Works Progress Administration 

(WPA). I danced to love songs by Elvis Presley, Johnny Mathis, and others, but 

the whole world stopped spinning when Tony Bennett sang “Because of You” 

or when Teresa Brewer sang “A Tear Fell.”

Blacks were not allowed to use the park or, for that matter, any public 

recreational facilities in the Delta. I once saw a carload of blacks drive into the 

park. I naturally thought they were lost, since it was unthinkable in the early 

1950s that a black person would even imagine enjoying these wonderful 
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facilities. But whether lost or not, their minds were quickly disabused of any 

such thought by a large white man who stopped them, his gun drawn from its 

holster. He told them to leave immediately or he would “blow their brains out.” 

As angry as he was, I thought he might just do that very thing.

The blacks left hurriedly in a great cloud of dust, and I never saw any 

other attempt by a black to visit the park. During those days, it never occurred 

to me that it may not have been fair that blacks could not use the parks, swim-

ming pools, libraries, or even the picture show, unless they crowded into the 

peanut gallery upstairs and entered through a separate door. The Jim Crow 

culture was so strong that it was not really possible for a young person to even 

recognize it just might be wrong. 

I also worked in May’s Cash Store, which sold everything from hammers 

to dresses and thimbles. It was managed by James’s grandfather, Audie Turner. 

Later the store was bought by an Oklahoma-owned chain, C. R. Anthony Com-

pany. It was at Anthony’s that I fi rst met James. He and his sister, Susan, had 

moved to Hollandale in 1953 with their mother after their father drowned in a 

boating accident.

Desegregation Declared Unconstitutional

The 1956 presidential election was a disaster for the Democratic 
Party. Republican Dwight Eisenhower beat Democrat Adlai Steven-
son by a wide margin. The loss spawned a fearsome new coalition that 
dominated Southern politics for decades. The coalition’s cornerstone 
was the “Southern Manifesto,” a document coauthored by Senator 
James Eastland and signed by ninety-six congressmen that boldly 
declared the U.S. Supreme Court decrees on integration “unconstitu-
tional.” The coalition caused a rift in Mississippi, with some leaders, 
such as Governor Coleman, remaining loyal to the Democratic Party 
and others calling for the creation of a new states’ rights party. Since 
the Civil War, the Democratic Party had been the dominant political 
party in Mississippi. 

Early in 1957 Governor Coleman made headlines by saying he 
thought it was “inevitable” that Mississippi would close its colleges if 
an African American were admitted by court order. He blamed Mis-
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sissippi’s racial problems on “professional agitators” who were getting 
the state’s uneducated masses all riled up. At times he seemed schizo-
phrenic in his policy statements. One day he was threatening to close 
the state’s schools; the next day he was attacking political rivals such 
as John Bell Williams, who advocated the same thing. Coleman’s vac-
illations jeopardized the effectiveness of the Sovereignty Commission 
and ultimately led to its takeover by extremists who didn’t possess 
Coleman’s respect for the law; but for the moment, the secret agency 
struggled to defi ne its mission, making up the rules as it went along.

In its fi rst year of operation, the commission bribed, cajoled, and 
outsmarted enough newspaper editors and reporters outside the South 
to strongly infl uence a signifi cant amount of media coverage. It was 
what was happening beneath the surface that began to take on 
increasingly sinister overtones. Quietly, without fanfare or public rec-
ognition, the commission’s investigative unit—former police chief 
Hicks and former FBI agent Van Landingham—organized a fi ling 
system based on the one used by the FBI. 

In 1957 J. Edgar Hoover had ordered his agents to monitor the 
activities of Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference (SCLC). At that time the bureau’s top-secret 
domestic spy program, COINTELPRO, for Counterintelligence Pro-
gram, had been in operation for little more than a year. The FBI didn’t 
launch a formal investigation of King and the SCLC until 1962, but 
as early as January 1959, Hoover had ordered agents to break into the 
SCLC offi ces in Atlanta. Over the next fi ve years, FBI agents broke 
into the offi ces of the civil rights organization at least twenty times, 
often to install electronic listening devices. When agents illegally 
obtained information, it was kept in a special fi ling system. For exam-
ple, if an FBI agent broke into an individual’s home and discovered 
something of interest, he forwarded the material to FBI headquarters 
under a code name for the COINTELPRO fi les. That way the infor-
mation could be stored without giving any hint of the contents of the 
files, making it difficult for outside investigators to crack the 
system.11
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Much of the Sovereignty Commission’s efforts the fi rst year were 
devoted to recruiting informants, compiling dossiers on African 
Americans and whites sympathetic to the enforcement of civil rights, 
and identifying blacks who’d registered to vote so that they could be 
intimidated and driven away from the polls. That fi rst year, vouchers 
fi led with the state auditor’s offi ce indicate that Hicks traveled more 
than two thousand miles. The vouchers also show that the commis-
sion put a priority on recruiting black informants, such as the Rever-
end H. H. Humes and Percy Green, both of whom agreed to tell 
interviewers for a television documentary about Mississippi that they 
believed in segregation. For their endorsements of racial separation, 
the commission paid Humes $150; Green received $35. 

Politically, Mississippi entered a short-lived cooling-off period in 
1957, as did the other states in the Federation for Constitutional Gov-
ernment. With no elections to excite the politicians, they found other 
outlets for their energies. Coleman signed a bill repealing the state’s 
compulsory school attendance laws. In south Mississippi a grand jury 
called for statewide screening of all school and library books for the 
purpose of banning any books deemed critical of Mississippi Values.

James L. Dickerson:
Although Alex was nine years my senior, we became friends, at least during 

working hours at the store, with Alex playing the frequently challenging role 

of older brother. Together we learned to appreciate black culture, an experi-

ence that eluded our contemporaries. Typically, black families came into the 

store as a group, with mother and father and children all needing back-to 

school or back-to-work clothes. Most Saturdays, Alex and I fi tted and sold 

clothing to dozens of black families. We learned the names and ages of the 

children and where the parents worked, and we learned to laugh with people 

we were forbidden to associate with outside the store.

In the 1950s and early 1960s, black store clerks in Hollandale didn’t 

exist. The one exception was a diminutive black man named B. J. Jones, who 

did odd jobs at the Anthony’s store. He was not allowed to wait on customers, 
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but whenever the men’s and women’s shoe department became fi lled with 

people, he helped the white clerks by taking the customers—and their 

shoes—to the cash register to be “rung up” as Alex and I continued to fi t shoes 

uninterrupted.

B. J. Jones was never referred to as “Mr.” Jones. Instead, he was called 

“Shorty.” Whenever I was in the store, I always referred to him as Shorty. I 

thought that was his name, because that was what everyone called him. Then 

one day, when I was around twelve, Jones was hired to build a patio at my 

house. I watched with great interest, especially impressed that he went to the 

trouble of raking a broom through the wet concrete so it would leave rough 

ridges that’d make it less likely that Mother would slip and fall in the rain.

“Shorty, how on earth did you learn to do that?” I asked.

Ignoring the question, he put the business end of the broom down and 

leaned into it. “Why you call me Shorty?”

Astonished, I replied, “Isn’t that your name?”

“My name is B.J. I wish you wouldn’t call me Shorty.”

I learned that day that when it came to racial issues, things were seldom 

what they seemed. If a black person felt slighted in any way by a white, he or 

she seldom spoke up out of fear of reprisals. Of course, to a child, silence 

seemed like agreement. Jones continued to be called Shorty at the store, 

though he never asked anyone there to call him anything else. Whenever I 

called him B.J. in front of the others, he always smiled, an acknowledgment of 

our secret pact.

By the time that Alex and I went off to college, Anthony’s broke new 

ground by hiring one of the fi rst black salesclerks in the Delta. As you might 

imagine, even that small gesture was not without diffi culty. My grandfather 

knew thousands of blacks in and around Hollandale, but he had no idea who 

would be right to become the town’s fi rst black salesclerk. To solve that prob-

lem, he went to the most prominent black in town, Professor Sanders, the 

respected principal of the black school. He was called “Professor” because 

whites couldn’t stomach calling him “Mr.” He recommended a young black 

woman, who accepted the job with great trepidation. My grandfather asked 

her to wait on both white and black customers but advised her to politely walk 

away if a white customer didn’t seem to want her help. 
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The Commission Gets a New Director

Sovereignty Commission director Ney Gore resigned in 1957, leav-
ing the agency adrift for several months until Representative Mau-
rice Malone of George County agreed to serve as director. Within a 
week after Malone’s appointment, commission investigator Zack Van 
Landingham met with Attorney General Joe Patterson and Gover-
nor Coleman to update them on the commission activities. Van 
Landingham explained the FBI-style fi ling system to them and 
expressed a need for a permanent and a temporary stenographer to 
help with the fi ling system. Two days later Van Landingham, who 
was eager to staff the commission with as many FBI personnel as 
possible, interviewed two stenographers, both former FBI employ-
ees, one of whom had worked in the New York offi ce, after which 
he wrote: “I feel we would be fortunate in securing the services of 
either [woman]. Both of these ladies are not only competent stenog-
raphers but are well versed in the fi ling system which I am endeavor-
ing to place in operation.”

For the remainder of the year, the commission focused on identi-
fying black preachers who were calling for school integration. Follow-
ing a tip from an informant, Van Landingham traveled to Lucedale to 
investigate a man alleged to be an activist. Unable to fi nd out much 
about the man, he met with the county sheriff, who promised to look 
into the matter and report back to the commission.

At the monthly meetings held in mid-October and mid-November, 
the investigations were discussed, but care was taken not to mention 
specifi cs in the board’s minutes. In keeping with the system estab-
lished by the FBI, reports were written that detailed the subjects of 
investigations, but no incriminating record was kept of the retaliatory 
actions that followed the investigations. Occasionally memos refer-
enced favorable conclusions to investigations without spelling out spe-
cifi cs. In the case of the Lucedale preacher, Director Malone was told 
by the sheriff in February 1959 that he thought the man had “stopped 
preaching along this line.” The memo is a good indication of how the 
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commission outsourced intimidation to others—especially county 
sheriffs, highway patrolmen, and other law enforcement offi cers—
putting only enough information into the fi les to keep a record of 
those targeted. You’d have to grow up in Mississippi to understand the 
meaning of the phrase “I’ll talk to the sheriff about it—he’ll take care 
of everything.”

1959: The Commission Shadows the NAACP

The commission began the New Year by focusing on NAACP voter 
registration efforts. In April one of the agency’s favorite black infor-
mants, a Cleveland educator, attended a Jackson NAACP meeting 
and provided the agency with a detailed report on what had happened 
at the gathering, along with the names of those in attendance.12 He 
also notifi ed the agency that NAACP executive secretary Roy Wilkins 
was scheduled to speak in Jackson on May 17. On that day Van Land-
ingham and Attorney General Patterson drove to the Masonic Lodge 
where Wilkins was scheduled to speak.13 When they arrived, they saw 
two city policemen directing traffi c in front of the building. They 
fl agged down one of the policemen and asked him to take down all 
the license tag numbers of the cars that stopped at the lodge. As they 
drove away, the chief of detectives ran after them until they stopped 
so he could talk to them. He seemed agitated. 

“You know what some damn fools have done? They’ve gone and 
gotten out warrants for Roy Wilkins and Medgar Evers [head of the 
NAACP offi ce in Mississippi].” 

The chief asked Van Landingham and the state attorney general 
to follow him to police headquarters so that they could talk about the 
“damn fools” in the privacy of his offi ce. It is doubtful that he was 
sympathetic to the NAACP, but as a law enforcement offi cial he 
wanted to avoid racial violence if possible. Once they arrived at head-
quarters, he explained that a member of the Jackson Citizens’ Council 
had sworn out the warrant calling for Wilkins’s arrest. He identifi ed 
Bill Simmons, who headed up the Citizens’ Council, as one of the 
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people behind the scheme. The chief was angry because he had 
thought he’d reached an agreement with a local judge and the county 
district attorney to withdraw the warrant, but since then the judge 
and district attorney had caved in to the Citizens’ Council and pro-
ceeded as planned with the warrant.

Attorney General Patterson telephoned one of the leaders of the 
council, Dick King, and told him that it would be a grave mistake for 
the warrant to be served, because of the negative national publicity it 
would generate. King agreed with Patterson and said he would contact 
the others in an effort to stop the warrant. While the negotiations 
were taking place, Van Landingham drove back to the lodge and asked 
the deputy sheriff with the warrant to hold off serving it until after a 
defi nite decision was made. The deputy, who worked for the county 
sheriff and not the commission, said he couldn’t do that. His orders 
were to serve the warrant as soon as Wilkins fi nished speaking. He 
intended to do that unless the county attorney ordered him not to 
proceed.

Van Landingham persuaded the deputy to accompany him to a 
telephone so that he could call the county district attorney. The dep-
uty reluctantly went with him; however, calls to the county district 
attorney’s offi ce and home failed to locate him. Van Landingham 
pleaded for more time. The deputy refused, explaining that he had a 
job to do. Unsure what to do next, Van Landingham left the lodge and 
went to the courthouse, where members of the Citizens’ Council were 
gathered, along with news reporters and photographers, all waiting for 
the arrival of Wilkins and Evers, presumably in handcuffs. He called 
one of the council members aside and tried to reason with him, but 
the man said he was only following orders and didn’t have the author-
ity to withdraw the warrant. The only person who could stop the 
warrants from being served was Simmons.

As this fl urry of activity took place, Wilkins delivered his speech, 
totally oblivious to what was transpiring. Not knowing what else to 
do, Attorney General Patterson telephoned Governor Coleman, who 
was out of town to deliver a high school graduation address. Once the 
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situation was explained to him, Coleman immediately left the gradu-
ation ceremony and hurried back to Jackson.

Before Wilkins fi nished his speech, a lengthy one as it turned out, 
Simmons agreed to withdraw the warrants, owing, no doubt, to the 
intervention of the governor. Wilkins left town that day oblivious to 
the swirling maelstrom that had accompanied his visit and threatened 
his personal freedom. 
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4

The Lynching That 
Shocked the World

After spending the evening with relatives in Bogalusa, Louisiana, a 
young, white married couple—Jimmy Walters was twenty-two, and 
June was twenty-one—got into their aging 1949 Dodge and drove 
back to Mississippi, passing through Poplarville on their way back to 
their home in Petal. With them was their four-year-old daughter, Deb-
bie Carol, a pretty little girl with bangs. It was a lonely, desolate drive, 
even during daylight hours. The pine forests squeezed up close to the 
highway, shutting out sunlight with a thick canopy of pine needles. 
But at close to midnight, when there were few cars out on the roadway 
and the cold February winds peppered sleet and rain mist against the 
windshield, it was a downright spooky drive, the sort of pulse-quickening 
experience you’d expect in a horror movie.

They were about seven miles outside of Lumberton, Mississippi, 
when the Dodge engine sputtered dead, a loud clank beneath the 
hood the only indication of the seriousness of the problem.1 Since they 
were at the top of a hill overlooking Little Black Creek, Jimmy allowed 
the car to coast to the bottom of the hill. Once it came to a complete 
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stop, he tried again and again to restart the engine. He looked under 
the hood and saw that the engine had locked up because of a thrown 
bearing. It was February 23, 1959, a good forty years before the avail-
ability of cell phones. Jimmy had two choices: he could stay with the 
car and wait for a passerby, or he could walk to Lumberton to get help. 
He couldn’t see taking June and Debbie Carol out on the road with 
him, especially with June being two months pregnant, so he decided 
to leave them in the car while he went for help. He told June to roll 
up the windows and lock the doors and not open them for anyone she 
didn’t know. With luck, he’d be back in an hour.

Jimmy had been gone only fi fteen minutes when a Chevy pulled 
up alongside the stranded Dodge. There were fi ve African Americans 
in the car. One of the men got out and shined a fl ashlight on the front 
and rear tires. Then he peered into the window on the driver’s side 
and shone the fl ashlight inside, illuminating June, with Debbie 
stretched out on the seat with her head in her mother’ lap. June trem-
bled. She couldn’t tell whether the man with the fl ashlight was white 
or black. She just hoped he wouldn’t hurt them.

Suddenly, the fl ashlight went dark. Hurried footsteps. A car door 
slammed. The Chevy drove away, headed in the same direction that 
Jimmy had set out in for help. An hour and a half later, June was 
wondering what’d happened to Jimmy—hadn’t he said he’d be back 
in about an hour?—when a car pulled up behind their Dodge. A black 
man got out and approached the driver’s window. With his face 
pressed close to the window, he asked June if she needed help. June 
said she didn’t. Thank you anyway. She expected her husband to 
return any minute. After a moment of silence, the man pressed a 
pistol against the glass so that she could see it. He told her to unlock 
the door. When she refused, he struck the glass vent several times 
with the pistol, smashing the glass. June screamed and covered Deb-
bie’s eyes with her hands to protect her from the fl ying glass. Debbie 
started crying, her voice small and whiney. As Debbie cried and June 
screamed, the man’s rain-soaked arm snaked through the vent and 
reached down and unlocked the door.

June warned him that her husband would return any minute.
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“You mean that white son of a bitch that’s walkin’ up the street?”2 
The man laughed and told her that he’d just escaped from prison and 
already had killed fi ve people (this was never verifi ed and was prob-
ably a scare tactic). Two more wouldn’t make any difference. He 
reached into the car and pulled her scarf from her neck and looped it 
around her neck, making a noose. June pleaded with him not to hurt 
Debbie.

“You white trash bitch, I’m going to fuck you!”
June tried to pull away from him, she later explained to a journal-

ist. He told her that if she gave him any trouble, he’d kill her and the 
little girl. Then he grabbed June’s legs and dragged her from the car, 
not diffi cult since she was slender, weighing only one hundred pounds. 
When Debbie cried, he struck the child across the forehead with the 
pistol to shut her up. After that he walked them both back to his car 
and ordered them inside. He made June sit in the middle. As he drove 
off, he put his arm around her neck and pulled her over close to 
him.

He drove about one mile, then turned onto a logging road. He 
stopped the car and turned out the lights. He got out and told Debbie 
to climb out over her mother. Once she was out of the car, he took her 
hand and led her around to the rear of the car and left her there, 
warning her not to move. Then he walked back to the open door and 
told June to lie down on the front seat. She protested that she was 
pregnant. I’ve heard that before, he said. June did as she was told. Pull 
up your dress. She did, after which he ripped her panties off and 
forced his hand between her legs. Then he lowered himself onto her 
and raped her. When he was done, he got up and told her to take 
Debbie and start walking. If you look back, he warned, I’ll kill both 
of you.

As mother and daughter started walking, it began to rain again. 
Mud splattered onto them from the dirt road. Their clothes were 
soaked. Once they reached the highway, they started walking north 
toward Lumberton, June dazed from her assault. Without realizing it, 
they wandered into the middle of the highway and were nearly hit by 
an eighteen-wheeler that braked and skidded over to the side of the 
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road. The driver threw open the door and gazed down at the two of 
them, seeing right away that something was very wrong. June looked 
bewildered, and Debbie had a bleeding gash on her forehead.

“I’ve been raped by a nigger. Please help me to get to Lumberton 
to my husband.”

The driver helped them into the truck. Within minutes they 
were in Lumberton, where they found Jimmy outside an all-night 
truck stop, talking to someone at a pay phone. The driver stopped 
the truck and helped them down out of the cab. Debbie ran scream-
ing and crying over to her father, with June right behind her, col-
lapsing in Jimmy’s arms as Debbie explained that her mother had 
been attacked.

As Jimmy comforted June, the truck driver called the highway 
patrol. Lamar County sheriff C. H. Hickman arrived within minutes 
and rushed June to the hospital so she could be examined and given 
an antibiotic to combat any venereal disease that might be present. 
While she was at the hospital, nearly two dozen deputies and state 
troopers arrived to obtain a description of the assailant. June provided 
them with a detailed description of the man—African American, 
about fi ve feet ten inches tall, around 160 pounds, around forty years 
of age—and a description of his car—broken door on the passenger 
side, torn seat, broken dome light.

Within twelve hours, Lumberton city marshal Hammond Slade 
received a tip that twenty-three-year-old U.S. Army veteran Mack 
Charles Parker was the man who’d raped June Walters. He and his 
deputies dragged Parker out of his mother’s house and drove him to 
the jail, where he was charged with what they already had enough 
evidence to charge him with, drunken driving and possession of an 
expired driver’s permit. Then they arranged a lineup and asked June 
to come to the jail to identify her assailant. With Jimmy at her side, 
June listened through a small window as fi ve black men repeated the 
phrase “You white trash bitch, I’m going to fuck you!”

June didn’t react until Parker spoke. When she heard him say the 
words, she collapsed, saying, “That’s him.”

Authorities then asked June to look at Parker.
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“He looks like the one.” When pressed, she refused to make a 
positive identifi cation, explaining that it was a dark, moonless night. 
“I believe he’s the one, but I can’t be positive, because I was scared to 
death and there wasn’t much light.”

Parker was much younger and much smaller than the man she’d 
described to authorities after the rape. Authorities then showed her 
Parker’s car. Again, she wasn’t certain, though she agreed that it 
looked like the car she’d described.

Based on June’s identifi cation of his voice, Slade charged Parker 
with rape and kidnapping and transferred him that same day to the 
Hinds County jail in Jackson. Parker swore that he was innocent. He 
was subjected to polygraph tests at the jail and held for nearly two 
months before being transported to Poplarville, the county seat of 
Pearl River County, where the crime had been committed.

Parker’s mother went to every white lawyer in Lumberton and the 
surrounding towns, but all refused to take her son’s case.3 Desperate 
to fi nd him a lawyer, she approached a well-known black civil rights 
lawyer in Vicksburg, R. Jess Brown, who reluctantly took the case. 
Brown asked for a preliminary hearing but then withdrew his request 
when the county attorney told him it might be dangerous to transport 
Parker to Poplarville to attend the hearing. Not until an all-white 
grand jury indicted Parker on April 13 on charges of rape and two 
counts of kidnapping was the accused transported by highway patrol-
men to the Pearl River County Jail.

When Parker was brought before Circuit Court Judge Sebe Dale 
on April 17, he pled not guilty on all counts. Brown made a number 
of motions. One that especially agitated courtroom onlookers was a 
motion that Dale should dismiss the charges against Parker because 
the grand jury had excluded blacks. He also asked for a change of 
venue. Dale rejected both motions and set a trial date of April 27. 
Brown should not have been surprised by Dale’s hard line toward the 
defendant. An early supporter of the Sovereignty Commission, Dale 
was a member of the Citizens’ Council. When it came to racial seg-
regation—and the place of blacks in Mississippi society—no one had 
to guess his position on the issue.
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Public reaction in Poplarville and the surrounding towns was 
intensely hostile to Parker. To their way of thinking, the rape threat-
ened the social fabric of the community. It was not uncommon for 
white men to have sexual relations with black women, but it was 
strictly forbidden for white women to have relations with black men. 
White women were put on a pedestal by white males, but the prevail-
ing sentiment was that if a white female had relations with a black 
male, she was off-limits to white males, even to her husband—rape 
or no rape, she was a “spoiled” woman and thus no longer worthy of 
pedestal status. For many whites the rape itself was bad enough, but 
the prospect of a black lawyer cross-examining June Walters on the 
witness stand about the sexual details of the rape was more than they 
could handle. 

When the sheriff received an anonymous telephone call saying 
that people in nearby Hattiesburg were talking about making trouble 
in Poplarville, he passed the information along to Judge Dale and 
suggested that Governor Coleman be asked to send the national guard 
to keep order. Dale didn’t think that was necessary, either because he 
didn’t believe townspeople were capable of lynch law or because he 
didn’t want the national guard to get in their way. 

Lynch Mob Invades Poplarville Courthouse

Parker had been at the jail in Poplarville for only twelve days when a 
mob of nine or ten gun-packing and club-toting hooded men burst into 
the jail around midnight on April 25 and dragged him from the third-
fl oor cell block.4 “Help! Don’t let them take me!” Parker cried out as four 
men, a man on each arm and leg, lifted him into the air and carried 
him to the stairway. The men all wore masks, gloves, and hats. 

“Please don’t kill me!” Parker pleaded.5

At the time, the jail was unattended by a jailer, so there was no 
one in the building to protect Parker from the mob. Several times, 
Parker pulled one of his arms free and grabbed the rail on the stair-
way, and each time his hand was kicked loose by one of the men. 
When they reached the outside door, Parker begged the men to turn 
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him loose so that he could walk on his own. “Hell, no, you won’t 
walk!” barked one of the men, who then whacked him across the head 
with a nightstick.

By the time they reached the street, Parker was bloodied about 
the face where he’d been beaten and his arms were scratched and 
bruised. He was struck on the head one last time and then tossed into 
the backseat of a car parked on the south side of the courthouse. Ter-
rifi ed, Parker screamed for help the entire time, his voice echoing up 
and down the streets. No one in the small town went to his aid. 
Everyone remained behind closed doors, windows darkened by pulled 
blinds and curtains. 

Parker was taken in a procession of fi ve cars to a bridge over the 
muddy, churning Pearl River. There he was shot twice in the chest 
with a .38-caliber pistol.6 His body was weighted down with chains 
and then tossed over the railing into the river. The men stood on the 
bridge and watched as the body sank out of sight; then they returned 
to their cars and drove off into the night. 

Within hours of the lynching, the highway patrol, Governor Cole-
man, the FBI, and the White House were notifi ed. The next day, 
news reporters from across the nation descended on Poplarville. 

Not until May 4 was Parker’s body found, in a pile of driftwood 
on the Mississippi side of the Pearl River, about two and a half miles 
south of State Highway 26. The body was facing upstream, and only 
the right arm, shoulder, and head protruded from the driftwood. 
Sheriff’s deputies loaded Parker’s remains into a boat and transported 
them about a half mile to Richardson’s Landing, where the corpse was 
unloaded so that it could be examined. The face on the body was so 
distorted that identifi cation was impossible. Maggots covered the back 
and arms of the corpse. Not until later could Parker’s identity be 
established through fi ngerprints. An autopsy disclosed that death 
occurred from a penetrating wound in the left auricle of the heart, an 
indication that the second shot had missed its mark. 

Governor Coleman wasted no time requesting an FBI investiga-
tion. In a telegram to the governor, President Eisenhower said, “It is 
my earnest hope that there will be swift apprehension of the guilty 
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persons. These agents will, of course, continue to provide full facili-
ties to help in any way in this manner.” Almost overnight Poplarville 
was fl ooded with more than forty FBI agents, who set up an offi ce to 
conduct their investigation.

Soon Governor Coleman came under intense criticism for request-
ing help from the FBI.7 Among his critics was state auditor Boyd 
Golding, who wrote a letter to the Clarion-Ledger challenging him to 
remove the federal agents: “I think the chief reason that the FBI is 
staying in Poplarville at so much expense to the taxpayers is that they 
are trying to make an example of Mississippi because we have refused 
to swallow integration.” Defending Coleman and the FBI was Sover-
eignty Commission investigator Zack Van Landingham, a retired FBI 
agent: “Criticism of the FBI being brought into the Poplarville case is 
a political issue in an election year. An innocent person will have no 
trouble in establishing his innocence, if he cooperates with the 
agents.”8

To everyone’s surprise the FBI agents were soon recalled from 
Poplarville, and the U.S. Justice Department announced that it was 
withdrawing from the case, since the lynch mob had violated no fed-
eral laws. The case was turned over to state authorities. By that time 
the FBI had identifi ed all the members of the lynch mob and turned 
the names over to Governor Coleman, who sat on the report for sev-
eral months, taking no action. 

Not until September did the governor provide the information to 
Pearl County prosecutor Bill Stewart and to District Attorney Vernon 
Broome, who agreed to present the case to a grand jury, though he 
decided against using the information compiled by the FBI. When 
Broome presented the case on November 2, 1959, he told jury mem-
bers that they could call FBI agents in to testify if they wanted to, that 
was their right, and they could read the report if they wanted to. No 
one did. The next day the grand jury handed down the seventeen 
other indictments requested by Broome, but no one was indicted for 
Parker’s lynching. In effect, the killers got away with murder.

Outraged, the Justice Department announced within a couple of 
days that it planned to take the case to a federal grand jury. Asked by 
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reporters what federal laws had been broken, a Justice Department 
spokesman said the government would seek indictments on charges 
that Parker’s killers violated a civil rights law prohibiting conspiracies 
to deprive people of their legal rights.

In December federal district judge Sidney Mize announced that 
he would empanel a federal grand jury on January 4, 1960, in Biloxi’s 
new federal building. The grand jury that Mize selected included only 
one black man. Among the witnesses called was June Walters, who 
told the jurors the details of what’d happened the night of the rape. 
She confi ded that she was not absolutely certain Parker had been the 
man who’d raped her. She also said that he looked too young and had 
a voice that was higher than the rapist’s voice. The jurors seemed 
especially interested in asking her about the details of the rape. One 
juror asked, “You mean you let that nigger fuck you?”9

June answered that she had no choice. Similar hostile questions 
sent her fl eeing from the jury room in tears. When Jimmy was called 
to the stand, one juror asked, “You mean to tell me that after that 
nigger fucked your wife you still lived with her?” Jimmy avoided the 
question by saying that his family was under a lot of pressure and they 
had since moved to Bogalusa. To no one’s surprise, after listening to 
thirty-two witnesses, the jury foreman returned no indictments to 
Judge Mize, explaining, “We were unable to arrive at any true bill.” 
Judge Mize thanked the jurors for conducting themselves “fairly” and 
sent them home. There would be no justice for Mack Charles 
Parker. 

Four years after the lynching, Judge Sebe Dale was speaking to a civ-
ics club in Connecticut on behalf of the Sovereignty Commission 
when someone in the audience asked him if he thought Parker’s kill-
ers would ever be brought to justice.

Without thinking, the judge responded that there would be no 
need for that, since three of the killers had already died.

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   55devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   55 4/1/09   10:59:38 PM4/1/09   10:59:38 PM



devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   56devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   56 4/1/09   10:59:38 PM4/1/09   10:59:38 PM



57

5

The Loose Ends 
of Government

The 1959 gubernatorial campaign was unusually vicious, even by Mis-
sissippi standards. All three candidates—Lieutenant Governor Car-
roll Gartin, who had Coleman’s support; District Attorney Charles 
Sullivan; and Jackson attorney Ross Barnett—had waged racist cam-
paigns that focused on preserving segregation, though Sullivan, a resi-
dent of the majority-black Delta, was the least rabid of the three. 
There was no other major issue in the campaign, just a vague sense 
of madness. From the outset it was clear that the candidate who could 
spew the most venom and make the most promises about preserving 
Mississippi Values would win the election.

Barnett accused the current governor, J. P. Coleman, of adopting 
a defeatist attitude in his efforts to stop integration. He pledged that 
if he was elected governor, he would use the power of the offi ce to 
stop anyone who got in his way. With his racially charged “Roll with 
Ross” campaign slogan, he won the contest hands down. 

Shortly after the election Barnett turned up the heat by criticizing 
a federal government decision to reopen the Poplarville lynching 
case.1 He told reporters that the federal government had no jurisdic-
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tion in the case and should allow local offi cials to conduct the inves-
tigation. The lynching already had been on everyone’s mind all year: 
After one of the suspects was questioned by the FBI, he was hospital-
ized for what his doctor called a “nervous breakdown.” A second sus-
pect was sent to the hospital for treatment of a cerebral hemorrhage 
after FBI agents spent several hours grilling him on his whereabouts 
the day of the lynching. The local news media pumped the story and 
shifted the focus from the crime itself to the way the federal govern-
ment was “abusing” the good citizens of Mississippi. 

The rape itself was quickly forgotten once word got out that the 
victim, June Walters, was a native of New York—and thus not worthy 
of compassion.

Auditor Boyd Golding demanded that Coleman run the FBI out 
of Mississippi. Wrote Golding in a letter to Coleman: “I never thought 
I would live to witness the invitation of outsiders to come to the sov-
ereign state of Mississippi to harass, browbeat, and torture people to 
the brink of death.” Later, Golding told reporters that the FBI used 
“iron curtain tactics” to obtain information about the lynching.2

Coleman said that he thought race relations in Mississippi had 
reached a new low. Even though the legislature was set to convene in 
January under the leadership of governor-elect Ross Barnett, Coleman 
conferred with Representative Hilton Waits of Leland and called a 
special session of the legislature for that December to clean up what 
he perceived to be “loose ends” of government. Waits entered the 
picture because Speaker of the House Walter Sillers had been hospi-
talized while on a U.S. State Department mission to Germany and 
had designated Waits, a longtime friend and political ally, speaker pro 
tem of the House for the special session.3

James L. Dickerson:
I knew Hilton Waits quite well. His grandfather was my great-grandfather: 

Steve Turner, one of the authors of the Mississippi Constitution of 1890. As 

we say in the South, Uncle Hilton was family. I attended the special session 

because Hilton took me with him to serve as a page in the House of Represen-
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tatives. It was an incredible experience for a fourteen-year-old. I had enjoyed 

Hilton’s company at family gatherings for as long as I could remember, but I’d 

never seen him in a work environment. Hilton had served in the legislature 

since 1931 and had received national attention as the author of the sales tax, 

thus making Mississippi the fi rst state to have that revenue-gathering option. 

He fi rst outlined the tax in his master’s thesis.

That August he was defeated for reelection by DeLoach Cope, a gentle-

man farmer from near Hollandale who’d served as a fi ghter pilot during World 

War II. For Uncle Hilton the special session marked the end of twenty-eight 

years of public service. Offi cially, at least. When the new legislature convened, 

the members quickly realized that none of them actually knew how to write 

legislation, so they invited Uncle Hilton to come back as a consultant. He was 

there all session, drafting almost every bill voted on.

What I liked most about serving as a page was not running through the 

House chamber passing out copies of legislation or delivering messages from 

one lawmaker to another, but rather exploring the capitol building in my off-

hours. One day I ventured over to the Senate chamber while it was in recess. 

There were only three people in the chamber—Lieutenant Governor Carroll 

Gartin, who’d lost the governor’s race; a man I didn’t recognize; and Evelyn 

Gandy, a woman I did recognize since she’d just been elected state treasurer, 

the fi rst woman in Mississippi history to be elected to a statewide offi ce. I 

watched them for a while and then approached them and introduced myself. 

To their surprise, I asked for their autographs. Gartin signed his with a fl our-

ish. One of them, I’m not sure who, made a big deal out of the fact that I was 

the fi rst person to ever ask for an autograph.

The following day I decided to ask Governor Coleman to sign a piece of 

paper asking my principal to excuse me from school so that I could serve as 

a page. I didn’t need a written excuse—my principal already had given me 

permission to leave school to serve—but I thought it would be a cool thing to 

do, something I could use to win back the heart of my ex-girlfriend, a former 

state baton-twirling champion.

Outside the governor’s offi ce, I paced the corridor as well-dressed men 

in dark suits came and went through the door, sometimes with smiles on their 

faces, other times frowning. I wondered what was on the other side. If I opened 

the door, would I see the governor standing behind a podium, his hand reach-
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ing out to greet visitors? Or would the door open into a waiting room, like I was 

used to seeing at the doctor’s offi ce? I waited until the last man I’d watched 

enter the offi ce fi nally exited and walked away, whistling.

The fi rst thing I saw when I opened the door was a well-dressed woman 

with a ready smile, the kind of woman that Mother often had over for coffee. 

She asked if she could help me. I told her about my mission to meet the gov-

ernor. She smiled the way older women always do right before they say no to 

something you’ve asked them to do, and she politely told me that was out of 

the question. She made it clear that the governor didn’t meet with children.

Just outside the governor’s offi ce, I ran into Uncle Hilton, who asked what 

I was doing. When I told him my plan, he smiled and said, “Come with me.”

I followed him back into the governor’s offi ce, with Uncle Hilton speaking 

to the secretary, who gave me a curious look and said, “Good morning, Mr. 

Waits.”

“Is the governor in?” he asked, not even slowing down for an answer as 

he kept walking toward the door. 

“Yes, sir,” she said. “Just go right in.”

But by the time she said it, we were already inside his offi ce, where I 

encountered the governor, a man leaning back in his chair with his feet on his 

desk and his trousers a good six inches from the top of his socks. I noticed 

that he wore those thin, nylon socks preferred by men of a certain age. I knew 

all about socks because I sold a lot of them in my grandfather’s store.

The governor gave me one of those “what in the hell are you doing in my 

offi ce” looks, but Uncle Hilton ignored that and introduced me to the gover-

nor, prompting him to lean forward to shake my hand, his chair squeaking like 

a rusty door hinge.

Said Uncle Hilton, “The boy’s got something he wants to ask you.”

“Sure,” said the governor.

I told him about my idea for a written excuse and held the crumpled paper 

out for him to inspect. He didn’t. Instead, he looked at Uncle Hilton and said, 

“I don’t have the legal authority to excuse him from school.”

“He’s a page. The principal already has excused him. He just wants it as 

a souvenir.”

The governor shook his head. “Can’t do it! That’s a legislative matter.” 

“He’s just a kid, Governor.”

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   60devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   60 4/1/09   10:59:38 PM4/1/09   10:59:38 PM



 The Loose Ends of Government 61

“Sorry. I just don’t have the authority.” 

Uncle Hilton’s face reddened, all the more noticeable since he was bald. 

I put the crumpled paper back into my pocket and backed away from the gov-

ernor’s desk, humiliated in my defeat. Uncle Hilton and the governor talked 

about something I didn’t understand and then we left. Once we left the outer 

offi ce, Uncle Hilton asked for my crumpled paper. I handed it to him and 

watched with pride as he signed my excuse. He said something derogatory 

about the governor—I don’t remember exactly what—but he didn’t curse him, 

since he didn’t do that in front of children. I could tell that he was awfully put 

out by the governor.

Governor Coleman was in a foul mood all through the legislative ses-

sion. With only a few weeks left in office (state law then prohibited gover-

nors from running for a second consecutive term), he was a lame-duck 

administrator, severely limited in what he could accomplish. Whatever it 

was that Coleman envisioned for the legislature that session, the final 

product was certainly less than anticipated. For the longest time no one 

could figure out why the session was held in the first place. The two most 

memorable actions taken by the lawmakers dealt with the Civil War and 

Miss America.

A bill was passed memorializing Walter Williams, who, as a former mem-

ber of Quantrill’s Raiders, had been the last surviving soldier of the Civil War. 

He’d died on December 19, 1959, in a Houston, Texas, hospital. Gone was 

America’s last living link to the bloodiest war in the nation’s history. The law-

makers observed a moment of silence for the last soldier, then, with a war 

whoop that could be heard all the way down the street, turned their attention 

to more important business—a date with Miss America.

A couple of months before the start of that session, Lynda Lee Mead had 

become Mississippi’s second Miss America in as many years. The lawmakers 

were so in awe of her that they voted to invite her to address a joint session of 

the legislature. The way the lawmakers saw it, the judges for the Miss America 

contest had not only honored a native of Mississippi but also endorsed Mis-

sissippi Values, which is to say the lawmakers took it as a vote for 

segregation.

Thus with a tip of the hat to veterans of the Civil War—and a wink to a 

pretty woman whose victory seemed to represent all the values for which they 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   61devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   61 4/1/09   10:59:38 PM4/1/09   10:59:38 PM



62 In the Beginning

fought—the legislature closed the door on the administration of Governor J. P. 

Coleman.

Mississippi’s New Governor

January 10, 1960: Red-faced and bleary-eyed, Ross Barnett rushed 
down the stairway of the capitol on his way to the reviewing platform, 
where he was scheduled to be sworn in as Mississippi’s fi fty-second 
governor. In his haste he almost knocked over a startled teenager who 
had found himself in the governor-elect’s path. Ross Barnett wasn’t 
the kind of man to stand aside for anyone, not even a child.

In his inaugural speech, delivered in subfreezing weather, Barnett 
pledged to maintain segregation at all costs, and he castigated the 
“radical left-wing elements” of the national Democratic Party. He 
promised to do something about them as well. With his battle plan in 
place, he proceeded to launch a vicious attack against blacks and 
white liberals, most of whom he identifi ed as Yankees.

James L. Dickerson:
I was the teen Ross Barnett forced against the wall on his way to the inaugura-

tion. With him were two beefy-looking men I assumed were his bodyguards. 

As they rushed past, I thought I detected the sweet scent of Old Spice.

For the life of me, I don’t know why I was at Barnett’s inauguration. Nor 

do I understand how I ended up on the platform. I remember it being a plat-

form, though it may have simply been the capitol steps. A month or so after 

the event, I received a Mississippi magazine in the mail—I think it was the one 

published by the Game and Fish Commission—and there I was, big as life on 

the cover, standing in the crowd a few feet from the soon-to-be-sworn-in gov-

ernor. In those days, I had a knack for being where I didn’t belong, unlike today 

when I’m seldom where I belong.

I despised everything Ross Barnett stood for. I can’t explain why, except 

to suggest that it was based on personal experience. By that age I’d never 

heard the word racist. It simply wasn’t part of the vocabulary used by anyone 
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I knew. To me, Barnett was someone who advocated hurting people, and I 

disliked that about him. I was sympathetic to black concerns, not because I 

thought segregation was unconstitutional—that aspect of the issue was never 

mentioned in my school or church—but rather because I felt that hurting peo-

ple of color was the wrong thing to do. 

The previous summer, several months before I served as a page, I looked 

out my bedroom window one day and saw a black youth running out of the 

garage with my prized, big-wheel Yazoo lawn mower. Instinctively, I grabbed 

a pistol and a handful of ammo, not an unusual thing for a boy to do in the 

Delta in the 1950s, and chased after the youth, loading the pistol as I ran, 

scattering ammo along the way.

I chased after him, running down a nearby alley, my heart pounding. Once 

he saw the pistol, the black youth left the lawn mower behind and fl ed across 

the tracks. Later I told my mother about the incident, and she insisted that I 

report it to the police.

A week or so after the attempted theft, the police chief fl agged me down 

on the sidewalk and asked me to accompany him to the jail to identify the 

supposed thief. Once we arrived at the jail, the police chief disappeared into 

the back as I waited in the outer offi ce. When he emerged, it was with a 

sixteen-year-old boy. His face was swollen, where he’d been beaten, and his 

lip was split, still bleeding. Standing hunched over, his shoulders bowed, his 

spirit broken, he looked absolutely terrifi ed. He wasn’t much over fi ve feet tall, 

but he had a stocky build. The police chief said, “This the boy?”

I looked at the black youth for a moment, startled by the depth of fear I 

saw in his eyes. I’d told the police chief that the person who tried to steal the 

lawn mower was tall and lanky, probably in his early twenties. I said, “No, 

sir—that’s not the one.”

“Son, he is the one. He’s confessed.”

“I don’t care. He’s not the one.”

The police chief leaned over into my face, his threatening voice scaled 

down to a whisper. “You have to say this is the one. You don’t understand. 

He’s admitted stealing it. If he didn’t steal your lawn mower, he stole a lawn 

mower from somebody else.”

“No, sir. He’s not the one.”
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“Shit,” said the police chief, waving his hand. “Get on outta here.”

I didn’t get a ride home from the jail that day—I walked. But I left with a 

new understanding of how law and order worked in Mississippi.

Ross Hits the Ground Rolling

The new governor’s fi rst priority was to beef up the Sovereignty Com-
mission. For the past eighteen months or so, it had foundered on 
indecision as Coleman limited its activities to spying and the manu-
facture of dossiers on blacks and liberal whites.

During his fi rst week in offi ce, Barnett met with leaders of the 
Citizens’ Council, which by that time claimed a statewide member-
ship of more than eighty thousand. He also traveled to Columbia, 
South Carolina, to attend a banquet for the Association of Citizens’ 
Councils of South Carolina. Upon his return, he decided to allow the 
Sovereignty Commission to make sizable donations to the Jackson 
Citizens’ Council.

Since the fi scal year ran from July 1 to June 30, Barnett waited 
until June 1960 to reorganize the commission.4 To replace Represen-
tative Maurice Malone, he chose Albert Jones, a former Hinds County 
sheriff. For public relations director, he selected the man who had 
handled his publicity during the election campaign, Erle Johnston. He 
was well suited for the job. As publisher of the weekly Scott County 
Times in Forest, Mississippi, Johnston was on a fi rst-name basis with 
most of the state’s newspaper editors and publishers. Also hired were 
fi ve investigators—Virgil Downing, Hugh Boren, Andrew Hopkins, 
Tom Scarbrough, and Robert Thomas—six secretaries, and a 
librarian. 

Attending the fi rst meeting, in addition to Governor Barnett, were 
Lieutenant Governor Paul B. Johnson, Attorney General Joe Patter-
son, Speaker of the House Walter Sillers, and several senators and 
representatives appointed to serve as commissioners. One of Barnett’s 
fi rst directives to the commission was for it to approve a request from 
William J. Simmons of the Citizens’ Council for a twenty thousand 
dollar grant and a monthly payment of fi ve thousand dollars to help 
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support council activities. At the request of Senator James O. East-
land, the governor asked the commission to send prominent Missis-
sippians out on the road to give speeches in support of segregation.

In July, Governor Barnett, leading a delegation largely made up 
of Citizens’ Council members, went to Los Angeles to attend the 
Democratic National Convention. All summer, Senators Hubert 
Humphrey, Lyndon Johnson, and John F. Kennedy had campaigned 
for delegates, each man saying that only he could beat Republican 
Richard Nixon in the fall election. Barnett gave an impassioned 
states’ rights speech at the convention that was carried on national 
television. He made it clear that Mississippi opposed the civil rights 
platform adopted by the delegates and would not support a candi-
date who endorsed it. Barnett was not surprised that Kennedy won 
the nomination, but like everyone else, he was surprised that Ken-
nedy picked Johnson to be his vice president. Barnett returned to 
Jackson and complained about how “nauseating” the convention had 
made him feel. Griping that everyone was out “to get the Negro 
vote,” he announced that he intended to support an unpledged elec-
tors’ slate, which meant he was serving notice that he would not vote 
for the Democratic candidate.

Barnett’s decision put Senator Eastland in a bind. If he didn’t sup-
port the Democratic ticket, Eastland, once labeled the “nation’s most 
dangerous demagogue” by Time magazine, knew he would be stripped 
of his chairmanship of the Senate Judiciary Committee, a position 
that the New York Times pointed out had enabled the senator to bottle 
up more than one hundred civil rights bills. At a televised press con-
ference, Eastland announced that he would support the Kennedy-
Johnson ticket but not the party platform, which he said was “out of 
step” with the American people.

Eastland hated everything that Kennedy stood for, but if the 
Democrat lost, Eastland would lose his power in the Senate. For that 
reason he wanted Kennedy to win, though he could admit that to only 
a handful of people. One of those he confi ded in was Armis Hawkins, 
a progressive Democrat who had lost the lieutenant governor’s race to 
Paul B. Johnson the previous year.5 Eastland asked him to run the 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   65devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   65 4/1/09   10:59:39 PM4/1/09   10:59:39 PM



66 In the Beginning

Democratic Party’s presidential campaign for Kennedy, a request most 
Mississippians would have run away from, not wishing to go up against 
Barnett. Not Hawkins. He attacked Barnett’s unpledged electors plan, 
and he told voters that Kennedy’s opponent, Richard Nixon, “cares no 
more about Mississippi than he does for a swamp rat.” Hawkins per-
suaded former president Harry Truman to deliver a speech at the 
Tupelo fairgrounds in support of Kennedy, an event that attracted ten 
thousand enthusiastic supporters. 

When the ballots were counted on November 8, 1960, Mississip-
pians, for the fi rst time in history, went with an unpledged slate, as 
Governor Barnett had requested. But Hawkins came close to deliver-
ing the state to Kennedy, falling less than eight thousand votes short. 
Kennedy came in second with 108,362 votes; Nixon was third with 
73,561 votes. Since it was a “winner take all” system, unpledged elec-
tors would be allowed to cast all eight of Mississippi’s electoral 
votes.

Election reports were so close that evening that television com-
mentators were speculating there was a possibility that Mississippi’s 
eight unpledged votes could decide the next president. That scenario 
was avoided only when Illinois’s twenty-seven votes went to Kennedy 
and gave him the victory.

Ross Barnett was horrifi ed at the thought of having John Kennedy 
as the next president, but he took comfort in the fact that his unpledged 
electors scheme almost worked. Were it not for the miracle that 
occurred in the ballot boxes in Chicago, Barnett would have been in 
a position to handpick the next president of the United States.

Invasion of the Freedom Riders

By May 1961 busloads of civil rights activists calling themselves 
“Freedom Riders” poured into Mississippi from points outside the 
South with the goal of pressuring the federal government into enforc-
ing Supreme Court rulings that affi rmed the unconstitutionality of 
state laws requiring segregated seating on interstate buses.
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Governor Barnett instructed the highway patrol to escort the 
Freedom Riders “nonstop” across the state, and Attorney General Joe 
Patterson told reporters the Freedom Riders would be arrested and 
jailed if they violated state segregation laws. Senator Eastland rushed 
to the fl oor of the Senate and proclaimed the Freedom Ride project 
“part of the Communist movement.”

When the fi rst Freedom Ride buses arrived in Mississippi, a jour-
ney organized by the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO), 
they were escorted to Jackson by nine highway patrol and national 
guard vehicles. Hundreds of national guard troops were stationed 
along the route. Once they arrived at the Jackson bus station, the 
Freedom Riders, both white and black, entered waiting rooms labeled 
Whites Only and were arrested and taken off to jail. That scenario 
continued into the summer, with each busload of Freedom Riders 
attracting more and more attention from the national media. Among 
those arrested was the Reverend Robert Pierson, the son-in-law of 
New York governor Nelson Rockefeller. Another activist was Harold 
Ickes, whose father served as interior secretary during the Roosevelt 
administration. Ickes later found fame as deputy White House chief 
of staff in President Bill Clinton’s administration. Pierson and Ickes 
were both targeted for dossiers by the Sovereignty Commission.

A page-one story in the Jackson Daily News, with a headline 
screaming, Soviets Planned “Freedom Rides,” reported that Mis-
sissippi authorities had learned that the Freedom Rides had been 
planned in Havana, Cuba, the previous winter by Soviet offi cials. 
Reported the newspaper: “The Highway Patrol said today it had 
learned that at least two ‘students’ who attended the Communist 
planning workshop have been convicted as ‘freedom riders.’” The story 
was false and typical of the propaganda that the Sovereignty Commis-
sion planted in Mississippi newspapers. 

Unknown to COFO, the commission had a spy in COFO’s Jack-
son offi ce (identifi ed only as Operator 79) who provided the agency 
with copies of the applications submitted by the young people who’d 
volunteered to make the “Freedom Rides” to Mississippi.6 The appli-
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cations, which sometimes included photographs, provided the com-
mission with a wealth of information.

One of the most celebrated Freedom Riders was a light-skinned, 
green-eyed African American woman from Chicago named Diane 
Nash. In the summer of 1961, while in Jackson teaching black chil-
dren about nonviolent protest as preparation for their participation in 
Freedom Rides, she was arrested and charged with contributing to the 
delinquency of minors. It was a totally bogus charge, evidence of how 
police in Mississippi could arrest someone on just about any charge 
imaginable and the courts would back them up.

Nash was convicted and sentenced to two years in the state peni-
tentiary at Parchman. She appealed the sentence and was released on 
bond; however, before the date set for her appeal motion the following 
May, she told the press that she could no longer cooperate with the 
“evil and unjust court system of Mississippi.” She asked for a hearing 
in April so that she could withdraw her appeal and start serving her 
prison sentence.7 You’d think that would make the judge dance with 
glee, but it didn’t happen that way. When Nash, who was four months 
pregnant by then, entered the courtroom, she sat in the section 
reserved for whites and refused to budge, despite the judge’s orders 
for her to move to the other side of the room that was reserved for 
“coloreds.” As a result of her refusal to change seats, the judge cited 
her for contempt and sentenced her to ten days in jail. Each time she 
tried to comment about dropping her appeal, the judge cut her off, 
fi nally sending her off to jail without hearing her motion.

While she was in jail, someone gave the judge a copy of a state-
ment she had issued to the press. In the statement, she said, “The 
only condition under which I will leave jail is that the unjust and 
untrue charge of contributing to delinquency is dropped.” Her posi-
tion left the judge with few options. He could send a pregnant woman 
off to Parchman Farm to serve two years of hard time, thus making a 
martyr out of her for the civil rights movement; toss out her convic-
tion, suggesting that she indeed had been abused by the system; or 
simply suspend her sentence, leaving the conviction on her record. 
After she served time in jail on the contempt citation, she learned that 
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the judge had decided her fate without a hearing. He suspended her 
two-year prison sentence without explanation, making it possible for 
her to leave Mississippi at her earliest convenience, an option she 
exercised without great deliberation. 

In the fall of 1961, Thurgood Marshall, then a counsel for the 
NAACP, was nominated to the Second Circuit Court of Appeals. To 
get there, he had to pass through Eastland’s Senate committee. Real-
izing that he could delay—but not block—the nomination, Eastland 
offered a horse trade to the president. According to author Robert 
Sherrill, who wrote a profi le of Eastland for The Nation, Eastland 
made the offer to Attorney General Robert Kennedy after meeting 
him by chance in the corridor outside the committee room.

“Tell your brother that if he will give me Harold Cox, I will give 
him the nigger,” Eastland reportedly told Kennedy, referring to 
Marshall.

William Harold Cox had attended college with Eastland, and the 
senator wanted to see him appointed to a federal judgeship. As a 
result of that horse trade, Marshall was confi rmed for the appeals 
court and Cox, who in court once referred to a black civil rights defen-
dant as a “chimpanzee,” was confi rmed as a U.S. district judge in the 
Southern District of Mississippi.

James L. Dickerson:
I remember when the Freedom Riders arrived in my hometown of Hollandale, 

though I don’t recall whether it was the summer of 1963 or 1964. They stood 

on the street corners, handing out leafl ets, passionately urging white resi-

dents to do the right thing insofar as black voter registration was concerned. 

One of my high school classmates, Charlie Sudduth, was fascinated with the 

students and walked with them as they made their rounds, from the corner in 

front of City Drugs, across the street to the Sunfl ower grocery store, offering 

leafl ets to people who often as not slapped the papers out of their hands. It 

was not work for anyone with tender sensibilities.

One weekend, when I had returned home from Ole Miss (the University of 

Mississippi) with my friend and fellow Hollandale High School graduate Mar-
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tin Kilpatrick, we ran into Charlie and drove around town, talking as we used 

to do in high school. Charlie was fi lled with enthusiasm about the Freedom 

Riders, proclaiming over and over again how brilliant they were and how 

knowledgeable they were about history and literature. He confessed that he’d 

handed out a few leafl ets himself, though he acknowledged that he’d given 

them only to people he knew. Insofar as it is possible to be in love with a 

cause, Charlie was in love with the concept of Freedom Riders. He spoke about 

them with the same pride that our contemporaries talked about the Green Bay 

Packers or the St. Louis Cardinals.

Although supportive of Charlie, Martin and I were not comfortable with 

the concept of civil disobedience, since it was not taught in school or advo-

cated by parents as an alternative code of conduct. I would change my mind 

in later years, primarily because of the “uncivil” disobedience exhibited by the 

KKK, but at that time I felt that civil disobedience was in the same legal swamp 

as, say, robbing a bank. 

The following day my mother was approached by the chief of police—not 

the same chief of police that’d gotten angry at me for not making a false 

identifi cation; this was a kinder, gentler chief of police—who told her that 

Martin, Charlie, and I had “been seen” talking together by a bad element in 

town and he feared for our safety. He meant the KKK, though he didn’t say 

it outright. Charlie, it seems, had made someone’s hit list because of his 

interest in the Freedom Riders. The police chief was afraid all three of us 

would be lynched.

When I learned of the police chief’s warning, I telephoned Martin; we 

talked it over and decided to have what is now called an intervention. Martin 

picked me up in his aqua-colored Corvair, and we found Charlie and drove 

around town and tried to persuade him to keep a lower profi le with the Free-

dom Riders. I don’t recall Martin or myself being concerned about our own 

safety, probably because we were going to return to the rarefi ed air of Ole 

Miss and had serious doubts that any of the rednecks with lynching on their 

minds could make it more than twenty miles out of town in those beat-up 

trucks of theirs. We were, however, concerned about Charlie’s safety. There 

was a rough element that lived in and around Hollandale, a fl inty-faced, 

bleary-eyed collection of gum boot rednecks who perpetually had a chip on 

their shoulders.
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Nothing ever came of Charlie’s fl irtation with the Freedom Riders. Martin 

and I returned to school, convinced that we’d saved Charlie’s life, and the 

Freedom Riders simply disappeared from the town, leaving Charlie free to 

pursue new causes. In retrospect, I think Charlie would have gotten the best 

of whoever had it in for us. Charlie, who’d left Hollandale to attend a military 

school in south Mississippi, had an impressive arsenal of bowie knives and 

daggers—and a World War II German Lugar that I covet to this day. They 

would’ve had their hands full with him, no doubt about it. 

Not so lucky were the Freedom Riders, many of them young women who’d 

been arrested in Jackson or the Delta and then bused off to Parchman Farm, 

where they were interned in cells on death row. In her book Freedom’s Daugh-

ters, Lynne Olson writes a disturbing account of the arrests: “Ushered into 

different rooms, under the scrutiny of guards with cattle prods, both men and 

women were ordered to strip naked for thorough body searches. The women 

endured rough, painful vaginal searches by female guards, who used the 

same gloves dipped in Lysol over and over in their examinations.”

One of the women interned at Parchman was Elizabeth Wyckoff, a white 

professor of classics from Vassar.8 At one point during her imprisonment, she 

began telling her fellow prisoners stories about the Greek myths, an act that 

outraged one of the guards. She was told to stop. She didn’t. As punishment, 

the guard removed the women’s mattresses. The women responded by sing-

ing “The Star-Spangled Banner,” which prompted the guards to take away 

their toothbrushes and towels. Still they sang. The guards retaliated by turn-

ing off the cooling fans, an act that brought the temperature inside their cells 

up into the one hundred–degree range. Still they sang. That night the guards 

blew cold air into the cells, causing the prisoners to shiver on their steel 

bunks.

The news media reported on Freedom Rider arrests, almost on a daily 

basis, but there was never any follow-up about what happened to them. If 

word had gotten out about their treatment at the prison, I am not sure if many 

whites would have cared, but I’d like to think that something would have been 

done by the handful of liberals in the state who weren’t shy about pointing 

fi ngers at abusive situations. 

Parchman was just up the road from my hometown. I had no idea that 

women were treated that way at the prison. Neither did Martin or Charlie. Our 
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family had raised us to respect women—and we did. We would have been 

outraged if we had known that those things were happening to women 

there.

I had toured Parchman a few years earlier with my high school class. 

Female inmates weren’t kept in cells but were housed in barracks segregated 

by gender and race, and I’ll never forget the women’s section. I walked though 

what amounted to a room about the size of a basketball court, with beds lined 

up in a row on either side of the aisle. The room was dim and smoky and had 

an odd smell to it. The women all froze in place when the door opened, some 

of them sitting on beds, others leaning against the wall. One of the women, 

leathery faced, with a smoking cigarette dangling from her lips, winked at me 

as I passed, and I fi gured she was probably there for killing a man or two, at 

the very least.

As we were leaving the prison, one of the guards, a grisly faced man with 

a potbelly, pulled me aside and whispered with tobacco-stained breath: “I 

hope you learned a lesson, son. Walk the line, straight and narrow, ’cause you 

don’t never want to come back to this place, you hear?” I heard. 

Decades later, when I learned of the treatment that the Freedom Rider 

women had received, I realized that they’d been put in cells to segregate them 

from the general prison population. I’d like to think that prison authorities 

segregated them to protect them, but it was probably done so that they 

couldn’t organize the other women into a revolt. I’m sure that the toughest 

male guard there wouldn’t have relished the thought of the woman with the 

dangling cigarette coming at him with a makeshift machete.
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6

Hoddy Toddy: 
The Integration 

of Ole Miss

During the fall of 1960, as the top-ranked Ole Miss Rebels football 
team mowed down opponent after opponent in its quest for the 
national college championship, Mississippi played out a drama that 
was destined to defi ne the University of Mississippi for decades to 
come. The drama began in the late 1950s as word circulated that 
blacks might try to integrate one of Mississippi’s all-white 
universities. 

The fi rst serious attempt had occurred in 1955, when twenty-
eight-year-old Clyde Kennard, a veteran of the U.S. Army and a recipi-
ent of the Korean Service Medal, applied for admission to Mississippi 
Southern College (now known as University of Southern Mississippi). 
Kennard’s application was denied. He applied again in 1956. His 
application was denied. In 1959 he applied once again, only this time 
he threatened a federal lawsuit as a possible remedy for his rejections. 
In a letter to the Hattiesburg American, Kennard explained his reasons 
for wanting to attend the college: “Although I am an integrationist by 
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choice, I am a segregationist by nature, and I think most Negroes are. 
We prefer to be alone, but experience has taught us that if we are ever 
to attain the goal of fi rst class citizenship, we must do it through a 
closer association with the dominant [white] group.”1

Before proceeding with the application, college president William 
McCain asked Kennard to meet with him so that they could discuss 
the matter face to face.2 Prior to the meeting, McCain questioned his 
black maid about Kennard, since she was from the same community. 
She told him that Kennard was one of the most outstanding blacks in 
the community. All the other blacks looked up to him. McCain also 
contacted the Sovereignty Commission and asked for guidance; the 
commission’s response was to send investigator Zack Van Landing-
ham to attend the meeting, without disclosing his true identity. It was 
a trap. After Kennard left the meeting, he was arrested and charged 
with reckless driving and possession of fi ve bottles of liquor, at that 
time a crime in “dry” Mississippi. Clearly he was framed, though it 
took decades of denials by state offi cials before the truth came to 
light.

With the help of the NAACP, Kennard beat the reckless driving 
and liquor rap and pressed on with his application for admission to 
the college. Annoyed that he had beaten the liquor charge, the Sov-
ereignty Commission framed him for the theft of twenty-fi ve dollars’ 
worth of chicken feed, for which he was convicted and sentenced to 
seven years at Parchman Farm. Several years into his sentence, Ken-
nard was diagnosed with colon cancer after complaining of stomach 
pains while working in the cotton fi elds. He was released from prison 
on humanitarian grounds and died six months later.

James Meredith Sets His Sights on Ole Miss

Hoddy toddy gosh almighty
Who in the hell are we . . . Hey!
Flim fl am, bim bam
OLE MISS BY DAMN!
  —University of Mississippi football cheer
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The day after John F. Kennedy’s inauguration, James Meredith 
wrote to the registrar at the University of Mississippi to request an 
application for admission.3 Five days later, on January 26, 1961, the 
university sent Meredith an application form, along with a letter 
expressing pleasure in his interest in Ole Miss. Since he lived in Jack-
son, where he attended the all-black Jackson State College, he went 
to see Medgar Evers, the director of the NAACP’s Mississippi fi eld 
offi ce. Evers was well aware of what had happened to Clyde Kennard, 
and he urged Meredith to give his application more thought before 
proceeding. Once Evers saw that Meredith, a twenty-eight-year-old 
air force veteran, was determined to pursue the matter, he suggested 
that he contact Thurgood Marshall, then director of the NAACP 
Legal Defense Fund. In his letter to Marshall, Meredith said that he 
anticipated “encountering some type of diffi culty.”

On the advice of the NAACP, Meredith identifi ed himself as an 
“American-Mississippi-Negro citizen” when he submitted his applica-
tion to the University of Mississippi. Noting the university’s require-
ment that prospective students submit the names of six Ole Miss 
graduates as references, Meredith pointed out that would be impos-
sible for him, since “they are all white.” 

Not surprisingly, Meredith was denied admission. For months he 
corresponded with the university and attempted to negotiate his 
enrollment. Eventually the matter ended up with the Mississippi 
Board of Trustees for Institutions of Higher Learning, commonly 
referred to as the College Board, which also denied him admission to 
the university.

Meredith appealed the College Board’s decision to the federal 
courts. In June 1962 the matter went before the Fifth Circuit Court 
of Appeals in New Orleans. Inside the courtroom the situation was 
unusually tense. At one end of the table were lawyers representing the 
Mississippi College Board, and at the other end of the table were 
NAACP lawyers representing James Meredith. The NAACP lawyers 
argued that the court should jail the state College Board for contempt 
and appoint its own board. At that point the court took a short recess, 
with each side retreating to private rooms.
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The truth about what happened in those private rooms was not 
revealed for many years. According to College Board president Tom 
Tubb, who subsequently told his story to David Halberstam, a journalist 
with Mississippi connections: “We went in one of those conference 
rooms, and one of [Governor] Barnett’s people came over to me and said, 
‘Tom, you’re a lawyer and I’m not, and I don’t hear so good. But I do 
understand that nigger woman from the NAACP to say that if we don’t 
let Meredith in, then I’m going to jail and he’s going to the University.’”

Tubb told him that he had heard correctly.
“Well, goddam,” he said. “Vote me to admit the nigger.”
After several months of legal wrangling, the U.S. Supreme Court 

assured Meredith’s admittance on September 13, 1962, not by ruling 
in his favor on the merits of the case, but rather by refusing to hear 
an appeal to block him from entering the university. 

Barnett was outraged by the court’s decision. He’d promised white 
Mississippi that the “nigger” would never sully the Ole Miss campus, 
and he had no intention of giving up without a fi ght. Vowed Barnett: 
“Schools will not be closed if this can possibly be avoided, but they 
will not be integrated. . . . I interpose the rights of the sovereign state 
of Mississippi to enforce its laws and to regulate its own internal 
affairs without interference on the part of the federal government.” 
Barnett’s position was given a vote of confi dence by most of the state’s 
elected offi cials, including Senator Eastland and Lieutenant Governor 
Paul Johnson.

Barnett’s defi ance electrifi ed white Mississippians. In effect, Bar-
nett told the federal government that it would have to shoot its way into 
Mississippi if it wanted Meredith in the university. That was fi ne with 
most of the state’s white citizens, who quietly went about the business 
of oiling their shotguns and stocking their pantries with groceries for 
the shoot-out they felt was inevitable. The entire state of Mississippi 
readied for a shooting war with the federal government. Barnett issued 
an executive order calling for the arrest of any federal offi cial who 
attempted to prevent a state offi cial from carrying out his duties. If 
there was going to be killing, he wanted it to be legal killing.
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When Meredith arrived at the College Board offi ces in Jackson, 
he was escorted by Department of Justice attorney John Doar. There 
to greet them was Governor Barnett, who blocked their entry into the 
offi ce by standing in the doorway. With a wink to the press corps, 
Barnett gave Doar his best tough-guy look and asked, “Which one of 
you gentlemen is James Meredith?”

Doar was not amused, but Meredith cracked a smile.
Barnett brushed Doar’s court order aside and read a statement 

that said, in part, “I do, hereby, fi nally deny you admission to the 
University of Mississippi.” Hearing that, Doar and Meredith turned 
and left the College Board offi ces, accompanied by several highway 
patrolmen. The following day they drove to the University of Missis-
sippi campus at Oxford, under the protection of U.S. marshals, where 
Barnett and Lieutenant Governor Paul Johnson planned to block Mer-
edith’s entry into the university. Barnett, however, got cold feet at the 
last moment and holed up a safe distance away, leaving Johnson to 
face the marshals alone. Johnson was a wiry, hawk-faced man whose 
grimace was perpetually etched into his facial features. Like Barnett, 
he was born with that peculiar lack of grace familiar to fans of Wil-
liam Faulkner’s hardscrabble Snopeses. 

James McShane, the U.S. marshal accompanying Meredith, 
reached out to give Johnson a court order. Johnson grimaced and 
refused to take it, leaning back like someone was waving a snake in 
his face. McShane touched the papers against him and dropped them 
to the ground. Johnson, looking more like Barney Fife on steroids 
than a real threat, doubled up his fi st and drew back his arm as if to 
strike someone. Seeing that, McShane doubled up his fi sts and 
stepped forward, swinging his arms at his side. When he spoke, his 
voice was forceful: “You understand that we have got to break 
through.” 

Johnson stood fi rm and told McShane that he would be respon-
sible for any violence.

Faced with redneck belligerence, the federal government 
blinked.
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Doar, McShane, Meredith, and the U.S. marshals turned away 
and left the campus. Once it was safe to do so, Governor Barnett 
arrived on campus and apologized for being late. He commended 
Johnson for “standing tall” for Mississippi. The Fifth Circuit Court of 
Appeals was not amused by the dramatic showdown. It already had 
issued a contempt order against Governor Barnett. Now it issued one 
against Lieutenant Governor Johnson. 

President Kennedy was furious. Over the next several days, he 
and his brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy, had a series of 
telephone conversations with Governor Barnett in an attempt to bring 
a peaceful resolution to the confl ict. After days of tense conversations, 
Barnett and President Kennedy agreed that Meredith would be 
enrolled on September 27. Barnett was told that Meredith would be 
accompanied by about thirty armed U.S. marshals. In a conversation 
with Robert Kennedy, Barnett asked if it would be possible for all the 
marshals to draw their pistols.

“We’ll have a big crowd here, and if we all turn away because of 
one gun, it would be embarrassing,” said Barnett. “When you draw 
the guns, I will then tell the people. In other words, we will step aside 
and you can walk in.”

It was a request that bordered on insanity.
“I don’t think that will be very pleasant, Governor,” said Robert 

Kennedy, trying to take the man seriously. “I think it is silly going 
through this whole facade of your standing there; our people drawing 
guns; your stepping aside; to me, it is dangerous and I think this has 
gone beyond the stage of politics, and you have a responsibility to the 
people of the state and to the people of the United States. This is a 
real disservice. . . .”

“I can’t just walk back,” muttered Barnett.
The Justice Department suggested that Meredith be secretly 

enrolled in Jackson while all the media attention was focused on the 
Oxford campus. Both President Kennedy and the governor agreed to 
that solution. Then, as word got out that thousands of armed men 
were arriving in Mississippi from neighboring states to support Bar-
nett, the governor backed down from the agreement to enroll Mere-
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dith in Jackson. Hearing that, Robert Kennedy called Barnett and told 
him the president was going on national television that night to say 
that Barnett had gone back on his word.

“That won’t do at all,” said Barnett.
“You broke your word to him,” insisted Kennedy.
“You don’t mean the president is going to say that tonight?” said 

Barnett.
“Of course, he is. You broke your word.”
The Kennedys returned to their original plan to enroll Meredith 

at the Oxford campus, accompanied by armed U.S. marshals. Barnett 
was advised to call out the national guard as a backup to the highway 
patrol.

At 2:30 p.m. on September 30, 1962, the day Meredith was sched-
uled to arrive on campus, President Kennedy and Barnett had another 
telephone conversation.4 Said Barnett: “Mr. President, let me say 
this—they [those opposed to racial integration] are calling me and 
others from all over the state wanting to send 1,000, 500, and 200 
[men to fi ght] and all such as that.”

“I know,” responded the president.
“We don’t want such as that,” said Barnett.
“I know, well we don’t want to have, don’t want to have people 

getting hurt or killed down there,” said the president.
With Barnett emotionally exhausted, the conversation ended on 

an odd note, a clear indication of the governor’s deteriorating mental 
state: “Appreciate your interest in our poultry program and all those 
things. Thank you so much.”

Kennedy had an unsettling realization that he was playing chess 
with a lunatic.

Trucks packed with U.S. marshals pulled onto the Ole Miss cam-
pus at about 4 p.m. The marshals wore white helmets, and they were 
outfi tted with tear gas guns, gas masks, and pistols. Not far behind 
were Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach and other offi -
cials from the Justice Department, all fl own into Oxford on an air 
force plane. Once they arrived, they were escorted to the campus by 
Mississippi highway patrolmen. As the convoy made its way along the 
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two-mile route to the campus, rabble-rousers lined the route, heckling 
the marshals with jeers of “nigger lover.”

Meredith arrived at the airport at 5:30 p.m. aboard a border patrol 
plane. He was escorted to the campus, where he was taken to Baxter 
Hall, a men’s dormitory located on a hill that was one of the highest 
points on the campus. As crowds continued to form on the campus, 
Meredith settled into the dorm. That night, while Meredith slept, a 
full-scale riot erupted. Cars were overturned and set ablaze. Snipers 
fi red out of the darkness at the marshals. Molotov cocktails exploded 
all over the campus, igniting small fi res that sent waves of smoke 
drifting among the men’s and women’s dormitories. Roving mobs of 
men threw stones and chunks of concrete at the marshals. It was total 
war.

At 8:14 p.m., President Kennedy and Barnett spoke again. Ken-
nedy wanted the patrolmen moved into place to aid the marshals who 
were engaged in a pitched battle. Barnett told the president that there 
were 150 highway patrolmen on their way to the scene. Kennedy said 
it was important to stop the shooting: “We don’t want a lot of people 
killed just because they . . . evidently two or three guardsmen have 
been shot—our marshals and then, of course, that state trooper.”

Barnett said he was coming under attack from Mississippians who 
accused him of giving up the fi ght. “I had to say ‘No, I’m not giving 
up. I’m not giving up any fi ght. I’ll never give up, I have courage and 
faith, and we will win this fi ght.’ You understand, that’s just [for] the 
Mississippi people.”

Kennedy tried to be supportive. “Yeah, I don’t think any of the 
Mississippi people or anyone else wants a lot of people killed.” Ken-
nedy had no way of knowing that radio stations all across Mississippi 
were giving play-by-play commentary on the riot as if it were a sport-
ing event. All across the state, radios hummed with news about the 
riot. White male Mississippians began arming themselves and loading 
their trucks and cars with ammunition and supplies for a prolonged 
war. The stage was set for the fi rst armed rebellion since the Civil 
War.
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The fi ghting raged all night. But by sunrise order was restored and 
the campus was cleared of troublemakers. Tear gas fumes lingered like 
draped confetti across the campus. Two men died in the fi ghting. Paul 
Guihard was a thirty-one-year-old reporter with Agence France-Presse. 
Sent to Ole Miss from his bureau offi ce in New York, he was on the 
campus for only a couple of hours when he was shot at close range and 
left to die. The second victim was Walter Ray Gunter, a twenty-three-
year-old jukebox serviceman from Oxford who was shot in the forehead. 
As Meredith was escorted to the administration building to register for 
classes, he was overheard to remark, upon looking out across the battle-
scarred campus: “This is not a happy occasion.” 

In the aftermath of the rioting, with many Mississippians demand-
ing that Barnett close the university rather than open it to blacks, Ole 
Miss football coach John Vaught called his players together and urged 
them to help keep the university going: “We have got to band together. 
We have a purpose. We must keep our poise. We have to show the 
people of the United States just what we are down here. We’re not a 
bunch of radicals. The only way is through our football.”

The courage to win on the fi eld that year was nothing when com-
pared with the courage it took to simply survive as a football team. It 
was diffi cult to practice because the fi eld was used by the army as a 
staging area for its helicopters. Instead, practices were held in Hem-
ingway Stadium, where thousands of troops watched from the bleach-
ers. Added to that pressure was the telephone call that Vaught received 
from Attorney General Robert Kennedy, urging him to do everything 
possible to calm the situation.

Later Vaught wrote: “When Ole Miss needed to survive and build 
a new image, as it sorely did in 1962, a great football team stepped 
forward. I always will rate the 1962 team as one of the most coura-
geous in the history of the game . . . our football team tipped the 
scales . . . a university rode on their shoulder pads.”

Ole Miss went on to win the Sugar Bowl that year, giving the 
football team its best record (10–0) in school history. Both the Associ-
ated Press’s writers poll and the United Press International’s coaches 
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poll ranked the 1962 Ole Miss team number three in the nation 
behind Wisconsin and national champion Southern California.

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
When I was growing up in Mississippi in the 1950s, the plight of the Negro was 

the least of my concerns. All I knew was that I was having a glorious time. The 

caste system in place had represented the culture of my parents and ances-

tors for over seven generations. After serving in the Marine Corps, I looked 

forward to returning to Mississippi, entering the University of Mississippi 

School of Law, and practicing law in a state for which I had such fond memo-

ries. The memories I had, however, did not match what I experienced when I 

returned to enter Ole Miss law school in 1961.

Ole Miss history professor James Silver called it a “closed society,” and 

that it was. It was a virtual police state that spied on its citizens. With the col-

laboration of the legislature, the politicians, the church, the professional 

class, and the mighty media, it could tolerate no deviation whatsoever from 

the orthodox system. The most modest notion of dissent was quickly and 

sometimes violently crushed.

Being the least educated and the poorest state in the nation, Mississippi 

had little to crow about, but on strolling onto the campus in 1961, I was genu-

inely surprised to fi nd these facts to be largely irrelevant. Not that I particu-

larly minded—the conversation most often would turn to beautiful women and 

superior football. Had not Ole Miss produced two Miss Americas in a row? 

Mary Ann Mobley in 1959 and Lynda Lee Mead in 1960. Mississippi was the 

beauty capital of the nation, with more Miss Americas than any other state. 

The Ole Miss Rebel football team had become national champions, and all of 

this, in the minds of the students, without allowing one black to sully the halls 

of any white institution of learning. To the students, that was suffi cient proof 

of the superiority of the rigid caste system that was almost unanimously sup-

ported by white citizens. 

On Saturday, September 29, 1962, I drove south to Jackson for the Ole 

Miss–Kentucky game at Memorial Stadium. All the radio stations blared “Dixie” 

and announcers chanted “segregation forever,” frequently pausing to recite an 

ominous countdown to the fi nal confrontation over Meredith’s arrival at the 
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school. Once I arrived at the stadium, I quickly realized that the spectators were 

on the verge of hysteria. At halftime, Governor Barnett shouted out his defi ance 

to the federal government, saying “I love Mississippi! I love her people! I love 

her customs!” The students waved their rebel fl ags in approval. 

Back on campus the pressure, consistency, and unanimity of this prevail-

ing view made me think that perhaps my embryonic thoughts on equal justice 

for all might just be wrong. But that changed dramatically after entering law 

school at Ole Miss. On Sunday, September 30, I found myself in the middle of 

a vicious war of hate. I heard the sounds of war from my small apartment in 

“Vet Village.” I ventured out to witness what Dr. Silver called “the most explo-

sive federal-state clash since the Civil War.” I saw tear gas being shot and 

bricks, stones, and bottles fl ying everywhere. I saw federal marshals falling 

and being taken to cover, cars and trucks being burned, and thousands of 

students and later hundreds of older-looking armed roughnecks in hysterical 

frenzy and cursing “niggers” and “Kennedy” with every screaming breath. 

Former general Edwin Walker stood by the monument in front of the Lyceum 

Circle, encouraging the frenetic rioters. I spent a good portion of that night 

asking any student I could recognize to take that bottle or brick out of his hand 

and to go back to his dormitory.

In walking across the campus to get to the law school on Monday morn-

ing, I found the ruined battlefi eld shocking, with cars and trucks still smoking 

and burning, with ammunition casings and debris of all kinds covering the 

grounds, and with the odor of tear gas still mingling in the air suffi ciently to 

burn my eyes. I was surprised to see Ole Miss still standing and to learn that 

only 2 people had been killed and 160 marshals hurt, with 38 of that number 

having been shot. There has never been an accurate count of all the other 

casualties of this violent crisis.

I noted that all the entrances on campus were fully open, allowing hordes 

of racist thugs to storm in from all of the Southern states and even from a 

number of other states, such as California, all adorned with racist Confederate 

paraphernalia. Ironically, these entrances had been blocked for some time 

before this tragic event, allowing ingress and egress only to students and oth-

ers having legitimate business on the campus. 

My wife, Sarah Jane, had diffi culty leaving the campus to teach in the little 

hamlet of Taylor, in order to support us in those law school days. We were 
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fortunate to have the assistance of an African American woman, Elnora Jones, 

to help us take care of our young son, Trace, when Sarah Jane was at work and 

I was in school. Elnora loved our son very much and never missed a day of 

work during the three years we lived in Oxford, except for that fateful day of 

the riot. The war had spilled over into Oxford, with hundreds of hoodlums tak-

ing positions at the courthouse and at the intersection of Lamar Boulevard 

and University Avenue. In an attempt to reach our apartment, Elnora made 

every effort to get through town but was stopped by both the thugs and the 

soldiers. With tears in her eyes, she later explained to us how scared she was 

when she tried to break through at several entrances, before reluctantly 

returning to her home. 

Needless to say, the University of Mississippi suffered mightily and con-

tinues to suffer from this atrocious debacle. Over fi fty professors left, and 

much negative national attention was focused on Ole Miss. The distinguished 

history professor, Dr. James W. Silver, left the state. Before I graduated, the 

wonderful, witty, and highly respected dean of the law school, Robert Farley, 

was hounded out of Mississippi for daring to argue that James Meredith had 

a right to attend Ole Miss.

As I reflect on that terrible night, two vivid scenes come to mind. The 

first is the disturbing sneer of a wild-eyed student yelling “Kill the nigger,” 

then pausing just long enough to catch his breath to scream “Kill Ken-

nedy,” all while rushing toward the marshals with a fluttering rebel flag. 

Of course, none of that surprised me. Wasn’t that young man, brought up 

in small-town Mississippi, taught from birth that the Negro was inferior 

and that integration would destroy Mississippi’s wonderful way of life? 

Didn’t he see local sheriffs patrol the Ole Miss campus with baseball bats, 

pledged to defend Mississippi Values? Unless he had been rendered deaf 

by moonshine—or, as it was called in those days, “nigger pot”—he must 

have heard every elected official in the state encouraging resistance, 

against not just blacks but also the federal government. He would have 

been hard-pressed to find a single teacher, preacher, or businessman 

countering that position. The words “Do unto others as you would have 

them do unto you” would have fallen on deaf ears. In those days, it was 

the Citizens’ Councils and the Mississippi Sovereignty Commission that 

stood tall, for the gospel of hate.
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The second vivid scene that haunts me is the image of James Howard 

Meredith as he strolled across the campus, seemingly unaware of the chaos 

that surrounded him. His emotional makeup was so perplexing and other-

worldly that it invites comparisons to two other fi gures that are associated 

with his hometown of Kosciusko. The fi rst is a Polish soldier, Tadeusz 

Kosciuszko, for whom the town was named because of his selfl ess service 

during the American Revolution. The second is one of the wealthiest women 

in the world, Oprah Winfrey, who drew her fi rst breath in Kosciusko. Like 

Tadeusz Kosciuszko, Meredith was a man of great courage, who took on not 

only the State of Mississippi but the entire United States of America. Like 

Oprah Winfrey, he used his talents to emerge from obscurity and plant his 

brand on American history. Winston Churchill had it right when he said, 

“Courage is the fi rst of the human qualities because it is that quality which 

guarantees all others.”

There is now a life-size bronze statue of James Meredith located on the 

campus at Ole Miss in which he is depicted striding toward a tall limestone 

archway, reenacting his historic step into the heart of segregation and for-

ever bringing an end to the apartheid society then existing at that university. 

Above the archway, carved into the stone, is the word COURAGE. To me, this 

single word epitomizes my feelings about the character of James Meredith 

and should hopefully serve as a beacon of light radiating the everlasting 

truth that remarkable feats can be accomplished by the unremitting courage 

of a single person. Surprisingly, most major changes are made that very 

way. 

A Second Black Student Enters Ole Miss

In June 1963, James Meredith was joined on campus by a second 
African American student, Cleve McDowell. Unlike Meredith, who 
entered the undergraduate program, McDowell enrolled in the law 
school. He arrived on campus with a team of U.S. marshals, but there 
were no incidents. There were still about 150 federal troops on the 
campus, and many of them maintained positions on the roofs of cam-
pus buildings, where they could be seen communicating with each 
other by two-way radio. It was an eerie sight, familiar to any student 
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who spent Saturday afternoons holed up in the dorm watching World 
War II fi lms.

A month before classes began, in an effort to gather incriminating 
information about McDowell, the Sovereignty Commission sent inves-
tigator Tom Scarbrough to McDowell’s hometown of Drew, Mississip-
pi.5 To everyone’s surprise, Scarbrough returned with a glowing report. 
“All of those to whom I talked in Drew, including all of the elected 
offi cials, stated they knew Cleve McDowell and his mother and father 
and had known the McDowell boy all of his life. All stated he had 
never been involved in any kind of meanness to their knowledge.” 

Notifi ed of McDowell’s peaceful enrollment, Attorney General 
Robert Kennedy wistfully commented, “I wish it could have happened 
that way the fi rst time.” No one was more surprised about McDowell’s 
uneventful reception than James Meredith, who good-naturedly said, 
“Maybe it’s just me they don’t like.”

Governor Barnett had the good sense to stay away from the cam-
pus during McDowell’s enrollment, but he couldn’t resist issuing a 
quarrelsome statement of protest. “The State of Mississippi cannot 
cope with the United States Army,” he said. “We have done every-
thing in our power to prevent the enrollment of Cleve McDowell in 
the university law school. His entry is in violation of the laws of the 
state.”

By April 1963 Erle Johnston had replaced Albert Jones as the 
director of the Sovereignty Commission. On August 15, three days 
before James Meredith was scheduled to graduate from the University 
of Mississippi (since he was a transfer student, he needed only a year’s 
worth of credit to graduate), Director Johnston received a midmorning 
telephone call from E. R. Jobe, the executive secretary of the state 
College Board. Jobe told Johnston that the College Board was going 
to have a meeting in thirty minutes to discuss a new development in 
the Meredith case. He asked Johnston to send a representative to the 
meeting. At issue were statements made earlier in the summer by 
Meredith, statements some members of the College Board considered 
“infl ammatory.” Board members wanted to know if they could use 
those statements to prevent Meredith from receiving his diploma. By 
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a six-to-fi ve vote, reason prevailed and the College Board adjourned 
without beating Meredith out of his diploma. Johnston was asked to 
tell the commission that the College Board had tried its best.

A week before his graduation, Meredith was asked by a reporter 
if he felt Mississippi had made gains in the direction of equal rights. 
“You can’t make gains,” he responded. “There’s no in-between. Either 
a citizen has equal protection or he doesn’t. If a man is innocent but 
unfairly sentenced to one hundred years in jail, you can’t say it would 
represent a gain if he had been unfairly sentenced to only ten years.”

On his last day of classes, Meredith wore a dark suit, white shirt, 
and red necktie. On his lapel was one of the Never, Never buttons 
that had greeted him when he arrived on campus—only Meredith 
wore his button upside down, an act of quiet defi ance. As he explained 
in his memoir, “I am a Mississippian in all respects, even the bad 
ones.”

Cleve McDowell, at twenty-one, was several years younger than 
Meredith. He optimistically told Charles Brown, a reporter with the 
Memphis Press-Scimitar, that he felt “just like any other student.” Of 
course, he wasn’t treated that way by the other students. 

James L. Dickerson:
I began undergraduate classes at the University of Mississippi the same 

month that McDowell began classes at the law school. I was seldom in the 

vicinity of the law school, but the campus was arranged so that the student 

union, which contained the post offi ce and the cafeteria, was the hub of stu-

dent activity. For that reason I encountered McDowell on a daily basis, either 

coming in or going out of the student union, or in the student cafeteria. I 

always spoke to him, and he always returned my greetings, but speaking 

always seemed to be a distraction for him. There was always a faraway look 

in his eyes, a mixture of fear and bravado. 

I don’t blame McDowell for being afraid. About a month after he started 

classes, he learned that the U.S. marshals assigned to Meredith were going 

to be withdrawn. He went to Meredith’s dorm room to discuss it with him and 

called the marshals’ offi ce from Meredith’s telephone to request permission 
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to carry a fi rearm. His request was denied. He did it anyway. A pocket-size .22 

caliber pistol. I don’t think he was as concerned about the other students as 

he was the Sovereignty Commission and the redneck hotheads who perpetu-

ally patrolled the back roads of the state with loaded guns and lord knows 

what else in the back of their trucks. He was tipped off about the commis-

sion’s activities by his family, who told him about the investigator visiting 

Drew. He knew full well what had happened to Clyde Kennard after the com-

mission had gotten involved in his case. He couldn’t stop them from planting 

evidence, but he could protect himself if they came to kill him.

I never heard other students say anything derogatory to McDowell. They 

mostly looked away when he approached. The worst thing I ever saw was the 

way white students behaved when he showed up at the cafeteria. The building 

was constructed so that there were several different sections with tables. 

Whenever McDowell entered one of the sections with his food tray, all the 

white students rose en masse and relocated to another section, leaving him 

to eat alone in a room with a hundred or so empty tables.

The fi rst time I saw that happen, I was seated in one of the other sections 

in a location where I could look into the adjacent section. The second time it 

happened, I was in the section he entered with his food tray. Everyone got up 

and left—except me. I stayed where I was. The other students glared at me, 

but McDowell nodded and smiled. Many years later I asked him if he remem-

bered that day. He laughed and said, “So you were the one!”

That summer, while James Meredith and Cleve McDowell were fi ghting for 

their constitutional rights, I organized my fi rst rock ’n’ roll band. We named 

ourselves the Dynamics. We had a superb drummer named Howard Camp, 

who was really more of a jazz musician than a rocker, but he fl at-out had a 

talent for doing magical things on this trap set. Our singer, Bill McKeithen, a 

pharmacy major from Philadelphia, Mississippi, was a Ricky Nelson clone. He 

sang in Nelson’s shuffl ing vocal style and greatly resembled him in physical 

appearance. I don’t recall our guitarist’s name, but I do remember that he 

practiced in his dorm room at least eight hours a day. Our keyboard man was 

longtime Hollandale friend Martin Kilpatrick. I played sax. Rounding out the 

group was a trumpet player named Dalton Diamond of Memphis. We had a 

great deal of fun that summer and fall, mostly performing at fraternity and 

sorority dances. Outside of Kilpatrick, I got to know Diamond better than the 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   88devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   88 4/1/09   10:59:41 PM4/1/09   10:59:41 PM



 Hoddy Toddy: The Integration of Ole Miss 89

others because, unlike the other instruments that usually went their separate 

ways musically, it was essential that Dalton and I synchronize our sax and 

trumpet parts. We played a lot of songs that required us to play our horns in 

unison, such as Bobby Bland’s “Turn on Your Love Light.”

That fall I pledged Kilpatrick’s fraternity and encouraged Diamond to 

pledge as well. The active members were pleased to have three members of 

the Dynamics associated with the fraternity. At least I thought so. Not far into 

the fall semester, Diamond was dropped as a pledge. When I asked some of 

the active members why, they said it was because they’d heard that one or 

both of his parents were Jews. 

I was astonished. What’s wrong with being a Jew? I asked myself. We had 

Jews in my hometown. I had no idea that some people hated Jews. To this day 

I don’t know for certain if Diamond is a Jew. If he is, he would never have 

shared that information with other students. Certainly it never came up in our 

conversations. At that time, Jews were targeted for bombing, just as blacks 

were targeted for lynching. 

They thought he might be a Jew, and that was enough. Shortly after they 

told me their reasons for dropping him, I was eating dinner in the fraternity 

house dining room when the subject arose. I got so angry that I jumped to my 

feet and slammed a chard of cornbread into my stew, splattering several of 

the active members seated at the table. I stormed out of the room, as angry 

as I was when I saw that beaten and battered black teen in my hometown jail. 

When I returned the next day, I was informed that the fraternity had accepted 

the resignation I’d never offered. I would have “de-pledged” anyway, but the 

incident was a valuable lesson not only in religious intolerance but also about 

the paucity of free speech in a closed society. Diamond left Ole Miss shortly 

after that to attend Tulane University in New Orleans. He subsequently 

received a medical degree and distinguished himself as a brigadier general in 

charge of the U.S. Army Medical Corps. 

That August, James Meredith became the fi rst African American to receive 

a degree from the University of Mississippi. The excitement over that mile-

stone was short-lived, however, because the following month Cleve McDowell 

was arrested by the county sheriff and taken off to jail and subsequently 

dragged before the student council after a pistol fell from his pocket in full 

view of other students.6
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Because of the fi rearm violation, McDowell was expelled from school. 

There wasn’t much celebration on campus when he left. The university was 

once again all- white, but when McDowell left, something important was taken 

from the students. They weren’t sure exactly what, but they felt it. There were 

no parades proclaiming victory. When one of the white students who had seen 

McDowell drop the pistol on the steps of the law school was asked about it by 

a reporter, he was sympathetic to McDowell’s plight. “I just wish I hadn’t been 

there,” said the student. 

On Friday, November 22, 1963, the Ole Miss campus was relatively quiet. 

The Ole Miss Rebels had the weekend off to prepare for the season fi nale the 

following week against the Mississippi State Bulldogs. With Ole Miss ranked 

number three in the nation and Mississippi State ranked thirteenth, everyone 

was expecting fi reworks.

It had been two months since Cleve McDowell had been expelled. Ole 

Miss was again a segregated institution. Life went on somehow, with empha-

sis again shifting to issues such as football and weekend parties. Politics and 

social issues seemed far removed from the reality of getting an education. I 

continued to perform with the Dynamics at frat parties, most of which ended 

up being drunken orgies.

That November afternoon the sky was deep blue. I was in one of the older 

dorms, where I had a single room—the better to be a rock ’n’ roller. The tem-

perature was in the fi fties, crisp and cold for Mississippi. That day I was aware 

of a general increase in noise outside my window. It started out slow and then 

sort of exploded, prompting students to subject themselves to icy blasts of 

air as they opened their windows to peer out into the street. Car horns echoed 

across the campus. Pickup trucks, convertibles, souped-up Corvettes—all 

sped up and down the narrow streets as students hung out the car windows, 

their arms outstretched. Rebel yells fi lled the air.

Suddenly, I heard screams amid the car horns.

“He’s dead!” someone screamed. “The son of a bitch is dead!”

I peered out the window. A large rebel fl ag the size of a bedsheet was 

unfurled from a dormitory window. Bug-eyed students, their faces fl ushed 

with excitement, rushed out into the street, arms waving.

“Kennedy’s been shot!”
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Someone began a cheer. “Hoddy toddy, God a’mighty, who in the hell are 

we?” went the cheer, then ended with, “Ole Miss, by damn!”

As students at Ole Miss danced in the streets—and as an entire nation 

was paralyzed by shock—news of the assassination of President John F. Ken-

nedy fi ltered out across the country. I was devastated by the news. President 

Kennedy was my hero.
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7

The Assassination 
of Medgar Evers

We preach freedom around the world, and we mean it, and we 
cherish our freedom here at home, but are we to say to the world 
and, much more importantly, to each other that this is a land of 
the free except for the Negroes; that we have no second-class 
citizens except Negroes; that we have no class or caste system, no 
ghettos, no master race except with respect to Negroes? Now the 
time has come for this nation to fulfi ll its promise.

—President John F. Kennedy 

On June 11, 1963, President Kennedy delivered a speech on race to a 
national television audience. It was what many historians consider the 
defi ning moment of his presidency. Medgar and Myrlie Evers watched 
the speech with a renewed sense of optimism. Perhaps there was 
hope, after all. 

The following night, on June 12, 1963, Medgar pulled into the 
driveway of his Jackson home, just after midnight.1 Inside the house, 
his wife, Myrlie, and two of their three children were watching televi-
sion, struggling to stay awake at that late hour. 
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At the age of thirty-seven, Evers was not so much a rising star of 
the civil rights movement as he was its dependable, high-profi le dis-
ciple, someone who had come up through the ranks, a thoughtful, 
hard worker who in 1954 had been named Mississippi’s fi rst NAACP 
fi eld offi cer. Wearing a white shirt, Evers got out of his blue Oldsmo-
bile and gathered up an armload of papers and a bundle of NAACP 
T-shirts printed with the slogan Jim Crow Must Go. Earlier in the 
evening, he had attended a rally at a church, where he had a private 
meeting with Tougaloo College chaplain Edwin King, a white Meth-
odist minister from Vicksburg who had become an early convert to the 
civil rights movement.2 

As Evers slammed the car door shut, a gunshot shattered the night 
stillness. A .30-06 slug cut through the night air, penetrated his right 
shoulder blade, and then ripped through his body and crashed into a 
window of the house, landing fi nally with a thud on the kitchen coun-
ter. Leaving a trail of blood, Evers crawled up the driveway to the back 
door of the house, before collapsing facedown, still clutching his car 
keys. That is what Myrlie saw when she threw open the back door.3 
What she heard were her children’s horrifi ed screams as they gathered 
around him, screaming, “Please, Daddy, please get up!” On the way to 
the hospital, Evers regained consciousness and tried to sit up. Unfortu-
nately, the damage done to his chest by the .30-06 slug was too massive 
and he died fi fty minutes after arriving at the hospital.

Police found a 1917 .30-06 Enfi eld rifl e, equipped with a tele-
scopic sight, hidden in a honeysuckle patch behind a tree across the 
street from Evers’s house. The large-caliber rifl e, which could be pur-
chased by mail for less than twenty dollars, was popular with gun 
collectors and big-game hunters across the South. The killer—or 
killers—had vanished after murdering Evers with the same caliber 
weapon that the civil rights leader had used while fi ghting with the 
U.S. Army in Europe during World War II, the killer perhaps seeing 
that as some sort of twisted justice.

As the leader of the Mississippi NAACP, Evers was one of the 
Sovereignty Commission’s primary targets. Considering the high level 
of surveillance the commission maintained on Evers, it is hard to 
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believe that one of its investigators was not there to witness the assas-
sination. As far back as December 1961, then–commission director 
Albert Jones had personally participated in surveillance activities 
against Evers. On one occasion, upon seeing a white woman enter a 
Lynch Street address after Evers already had entered the building, 
Jones and one of his investigators crept up to the window and peered 
inside, hoping to witness a sexual encounter. As they peeked through 
the blinds, they saw Evers in conversation with Hazel Brannon Smith, 
the editor of the Lexington and Durant newspapers. If they could 
catch him intimately involved with a white woman, it would give them 
all the ammunition they’d need to run him out of town. As it turned 
out, they got nothing except sore knees.

News of Evers’s murder rippled not just across Mississippi but 
throughout the country, confi rming the worst fears that people had 
about Mississippi—that it was a backward, barbaric swamp inhabited 
primarily by murderous psychopaths who’d just as soon kill you as 
look at you, an assessment that headlines seemed to confi rm on a 
regular basis.

The hatred against Evers in Mississippi had soared a few weeks 
before his death, when he was given seventeen minutes of airtime on 
television station WLBT to respond to comments made by Jackson 
mayor Allen Thompson. WLBT did not want to give Evers the airtime 
but relented after the television station was ordered to do so by the 
Federal Communications Commission under its fairness doctrine. 
The response of white viewers was predictable. They wanted Evers 
off the air—immediately. One caller angrily said, “You don’t have to 
put these black jungle bunnies on TV.” Another caller said, “I’d just 
like to call in and tell you that I think that’s very horrible, this nigra 
[sic] on TV with all his lies. . . .” 

With Evers’s death, many white Mississippians retreated to the 
delusional comfort that he somehow got what he deserved, reasoning 
that even if they themselves didn’t condone murder, there were situ-
ations in which it was understandable. 

Evers didn’t go down easy. At his funeral more than fi ve thousand 
supporters, most of whom were black, walked behind his casket as it 
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slowly made its way through the streets of Jackson. The funeral pro-
cession moved in silence for a while, the kind of hard silence that 
gnaws away at the reins of anger, slowly, moment by moment, loosen-
ing the hold on emotion, so that there came a point when the march-
ers couldn’t be held back any longer, could no longer deny their 
emotions, fi nally channeling their anger into soaring hymns and inspi-
rational freedom songs, which violated police demands for silence.

That was when the nightsticks started swinging. It wasn’t in the 
police training manual, but every white man in Mississippi who ever 
wore a police uniform understood the unwritten rule that if you told 
a black man to do something and he didn’t do it, there was nothing 
else to do but to beat him half to death, or else the entire social struc-
ture would collapse, or so they believed. Acting on that principle, the 
Jackson police waded into the funeral marchers, fi rst beating them 
and then arresting as many of the mourners as they could get their 
hands on, chasing them through the streets and, in some instances, 
into buildings where they’d fl ed in search of protection. Edwin King, 
the minister whose farewell handshake with Evers had been his last, 
was among those dragged from a building and taken to a makeshift 
prison at the fairgrounds.

King offered to treat a wounded man with his handkerchief. 
A police offi cer demanded to know what he thought he was 

doing.
“What I was doing was obvious,” King later wrote. “But I tried to 

reason with the offi cer. Although my clothes were torn, I still wore 
part of my clerical collar and looked like some sort of ragged priest. ‘I 
want to wipe off his wound, and chase the fl ies out of the blood, away 
from his head.’”

“The policeman looked at me. He raised his rifl e in the air, hold-
ing the butt end ready. ‘You nigger-loving son of a bitch. What the hell 
you think this is, a damn hospital? I know you ain’t no damn doctor. 
Shit, you ain’t no preacher either. You touch his head, and you get one 
just like it.’”4

King paused, not so much fearing death as fearing the pain that 
he knew would precede death, and it was during that hesitation that 
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he was jerked to his feet, taken to the other side of the room, and 
ordered to stand in line with the other prisoners. 

So it went in Mississippi, if you were bold enough to sing during 
a funeral procession for a fallen hero. 

To Catch a Killer

By the end of June 1963, the FBI had a suspect in the murder. Fin-
gerprints lifted from the rifl e matched those of a forty-two-year-old 
ex-marine from Greenwood, a rabid segregationist named Byron De 
La Beckwith, the same man who had offered his skills as a marksman 
to the Sovereignty Commission. He was taken into custody by FBI 
agents at his lawyer’s offi ce in Greenwood and transported to Jackson, 
where he was lodged in the city jail. Upon learning of his arrest, the 
Clarion-Ledger offered the following headline: Californian Is 
Charged with Murder of Evers—a reference to the fact that the 
suspect had not been born in Mississippi; it was a tactic that the 
newspaper often used in news stories to defl ect criticism from the 
state.

Despite being born in California, Beckwith had deep Mississippi 
roots. His father, Byron De La Beckwith V, had married Susie Yerger, 
who came from a well-connected Mississippi family in Greenwood, a 
city of eighteen thousand located at the eastern edge of the Missis-
sippi Delta, where the Tallahatchie and Yalobusha rivers meet to form 
the Yazoo River. Other than the rivers, Greenwood has no notable 
geographical characteristic that would set it off from other Delta 
towns. It is an island of fl owered greenery in a sea of black, gumbo 
mud, surrounded by miles of stark cotton fi elds that have made the 
city one of the largest cotton markets in the country.

When Beckwith was fi ve, his father died in a sanatorium and left 
the family deeply in debt, prompting Susie to take her fatherless son 
to Greenwood, where she could get emotional and fi nancial support 
from her family. Six years later Susie died of cancer, leaving her son, 
who by then was called “Delay,” to be raised by his two bachelor 
uncles. There came a time in his upbringing when his uncles thought 
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it best to send him off to school. They chose the Webb School, a prep 
school in Bell Buckle, Tennessee, that had been founded in 1870 by 
William Webb, an educator who went on to become a U.S. senator. 
Preceding Beckwith at the school was Ingram Stainbeck, the fi rst 
governor of Hawaii, and former Mississippi governor Fielding L. 
Wright. Another illustrious alumnus was Vermont Royster, the con-
servative Pulitzer Prize–winning editor of the Wall Street Journal, who 
probably attended classes with Beckwith at the school.

Unfortunately Beckwith found the school more intellectually 
challenging than he could handle, and he was withdrawn by his 
uncles, who sent him to a less demanding military school for a time 
before calling him back to Greenwood to attend the local high school. 
By most accounts he was a loner, a socially awkward teen who dem-
onstrated all the negative characteristics often associated with a boy 
who is raised without the guidance of a birth father or suitable male 
role model. When he wasn’t in school, he retreated to the woods 
around Greenwood, where he hunted and developed an obsession 
with fi rearms. 

After high school graduation Beckwith enrolled at Mississippi 
State College, now known as Mississippi State University, where he 
lasted only a few months. Academics were never his strong point. 
With absolutely no educational or fi nancial prospects, he found him-
self at a crossroads, just as the United States itself was at a crossroads 
with the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Less than a month after the attack, 
Beckwith enlisted in the U.S. Marine Corps, where he found himself 
in the company of other men who appreciated the history and attri-
butes of fi rearms. When the time came for the United States to chal-
lenge Japanese control of the Pacifi c, by attacking Japanese forces on 
Tarawa Atoll in 1943, Beckwith was in the fi rst wave of troops that 
fought in that bloody battle. While manning a machine gun, he took 
a bullet in the leg and spent the next four months in a hospital.

After leaving the hospital, Beckwith was sent to recuperate in 
Memphis, where he met and married a U.S. Navy Wave named Mary 
Louise Williams. After their discharge from the armed forces, they 
went to Greenwood, where they started a family with the 1946 birth 
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of their only child, Byron De La Beckwith VII. He attempted to make 
a living as a thirty-fi ve-dollar-a-week clerk with Chicago and Southern 
Airlines, but it wasn’t enough to support his family, so for the remain-
der of the 1940s and into the 1950s, he held numerous sales jobs with 
locally owned and operated companies that sold everything from 
candy to cigarettes, each new job an attempt to increase his meager 
income.

James L. Dickerson:
I was born in Greenwood, not because my family lived there—Mother and 

Father lived in Greenville—but because Mother wanted to give birth in a hos-

pital where she could be near her sister, my aunt Marcie, a registered nurse 

who lived in Greenwood. After I was born in 1945, we returned to Greenville, 

where my family lived until I was three, at which time we moved to Green-

wood, where my father operated a department store named May’s, which had 

an entire wing of army surplus goods left over from World War II.

To the best of my knowledge, I never met Byron De La Beckwith, though 

I almost certainly encountered him from time to time in my father’s store, 

which would have been diffi cult for Beckwith to stay away from, since it was 

the only source in that area for the type of military gear with which Beckwith 

had an obsession. It is also likely that his son and I played on the same school 

playground, though I was a year older. The year I was born, there were two 

other people living in Greenwood who went on to achieve fame—mystery 

writer Mickey Spillane, who lived there with his fi rst wife, Mary Ann Pearce, 

and Bobbie Gentry, whose 1967 number-one hit “Ode to Billie Joe” made 

music history.

Another contemporary I never met at the time but surely must have 

encountered on the streets was movie actor Morgan Freeman, whose child-

hood experiences in Greenwood overlapped my own. In 2003, I met Freeman 

for dinner at his upscale Clarksdale restaurant, Madidi, to talk about our 

shared experiences in Greenwood. Although there is a seven-year difference 

in our ages, we watched the same parades (and there were plenty of those), 

shopped in the same stores, and attended the same movie theater, the Para-

mount, though he was forced to sit in the balcony, since it was during the days 
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of segregation and blacks were forbidden to sit in public areas with whites. 

As we talked, it became apparent that we were attracted to similar fi lms, 

mostly westerns and war fi lms staring Gary Cooper, Roy Rogers, John Wayne, 

and Jimmy Stewart.

I asked Freeman if he’d heard anything about Byron De La Beckwith while 

he was growing up. He hadn’t. As a child he was insulated from the harsher 

realities of racism.

Suddenly, Freeman drew a line with his fi nger across the starchy white 

tablecloth, denoting the way the railroad intersected the city.

“Where did you live?” he asked.

I pointed to one side of the tracks.

“Ah,” he intoned, picking up the salt and pepper shakers. “You lived 

here”—and he placed the salt shaker on one side of the tracks—“and I lived 

here”—and he placed the pepper shaker in the part of town where he lived. 

“I don’t remember anything about racial problems,” he said. “What I 

remember is being diagnosed as malnourished by a doctor. I didn’t know I 

wasn’t getting the right food. There seemed to be enough food on the table 

for everyone to eat.”

As we talked, a class of high school students from Charleston, the small 

town outside of Greenwood where Freeman now makes his home, came into 

the restaurant with one of their teachers. It was a mixed crowd—boys, girls, 

whites, blacks. When the time came to be seated, they paired off in mixed 

groups. Black boys and white girls sitting together in a restaurant. Laughing, 

looking slightly nervous about being in a restaurant with tablecloths. They 

were obviously there as part of a school function. But what?

Seemingly from nowhere, one of the teachers appeared at our table. 

She apologized for interrupting our conversation, but she wanted to know if 

Freeman would be kind enough to pose with the students for a group pic-

ture. Freeman smiled and said that he’d be happy to. When he returned to 

the table, he lowered his voice. “Isn’t that something?” he said, speaking in 

a whisper so that the students wouldn’t overhear. “They’ve come to my res-

taurant to learn the proper etiquette for eating. Things have really changed 

since I grew up.”

What I was most curious about was why a movie actor of international 

acclaim, someone who could live anywhere in the world, would choose to 
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return to the Mississippi Delta to live out the rest of his years. The answer was 

simple: because it felt like home. I couldn’t resist asking the obvious: “How 

did you go through everything that everyone else went through but turn out 

so differently?” 

The answer arrived with the speed of a tennis serve. “How did you do that 

and turn out the way you did?”

Greenwood offered a full cultural menu. You could pick what you wanted. 

Byron De La Beckwith looked at that menu and sought nourishment in racial 

hatred. Morgan Freeman looked at the menu and found emotional nourish-

ment, despite the fact that his actual menu left him malnourished. I looked at 

the same menu and found racial tolerance. After we moved to Greenwood, I 

quickly befriended a black man named Ben who worked in my father’s store. 

He was the only African American sales clerk in the entire city. My father, who 

was from a part of Virginia that had no African Americans, had no idea that 

there was anything wrong with hiring a black sales clerk. Ben, who was prob-

ably in his early fi fties, worked in the army surplus wing, where he spent hours 

explaining to me the uses of various military items. He waited on white cus-

tomers as well as black customers, but he was good at sensing which white 

customers did not want to be waited on by a black man. When that happened, 

he asked my father or one of the white clerks to wait on them. One of the 

highlights of my day was that he met me at school each day at three o’clock 

and walked me back to the store so that I could stay with my father until my 

mother got home from work. I don’t recall ever being aware of racial hatred 

while I lived in Greenwood, though it obviously was festering in the hearts of 

some. I never heard blacks called niggers. I never heard women called bitches. 

And I never heard men of any color called sons of bitches. 

I had always felt safe in Greenwood. For me it was an idyllic place, where 

I could walk to school and explore the neighborhood at dusk in search of 

fi refl ies without fear of anything bad ever happening to me. That sense of well-

being ended rather suddenly on July 29, 1953, the date of my cousin’s fourth 

birthday. Mother and Aunt Marcie planned a party for Janet at the city park 

near our home, but I really didn’t want to go to a party with a bunch of four-

year-olds, so I asked my father if he’d take me fi shing. We’d gone fi shing a 

couple of weeks before at Third Bridge Lake, and I was eager to return. Father 

told me that I could invite my best friend, Richard, to go with us.
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Since Richard’s father had just purchased a new outboard motor he hadn’t 

yet tried out, they decided to make it a father-son affair. We drove to the lake 

in Father’s car, a two-seat roadster with a rumble seat that was perfect for a 

couple of seven-year-old boys.

The lake was a thirty-minute drive from Greenwood, on the other side of 

Sidon, a small Delta crossroads town. Once we turned off the main highway, 

we drove past a row of shotgun shacks to a dirt road that wound several miles 

through cotton fi elds and swampy forests before it dead-ended at the lake. 

Before Father got out of the car, he did something I’d never seen him do: he 

tucked the car keys behind the sun visor.

We fi shed on the bank of the lake for a long time, using roaches and crick-

ets for bait, but the fi sh were not biting that day, so we didn’t catch a single 

one. Finally, when it became obvious that we would be taking home no blue-

gill bream or bass to fry up for supper, we decided to rent a boat and go for a 

ride, using Mr. Cooper’s new outboard. Two types of boats were available for 

rent—sixteen-foot military surplus boats that rode deep in the water and had 

plenty of room to walk around in and fourteen-foot, lightweight skiffs that 

barely skimmed the surface of the water. We chose the skiff because it was 

the only boat that would take the outboard motor.

The boat had a seat at the stern, where the outboard was attached, and 

Mr. Cooper and Richard shared a seat there. Midway up the boat was a seat 

on which I sat with my father. The third seat was at the bow. It was a wooden 

boat, and every time we moved our feet, it clanked with dull thuds, sending 

sound waves out across the water.

The son of the woman who owned the boats, an eight-year-old who was 

just a year older than I, helped us get into the boat and then untied it so that 

it could drift away from the dock. Mr. Cooper had a hard time cranking the 

motor. It had one of those hand cranks, and he pulled it over and over again, 

right elbow pumping, with no results. Each time he pulled the crank, he 

adjusted the gasoline fl ow. Still the motor wouldn’t start. 

We drifted quietly out into deep water. It was a hot, humid day, with the 

temperature in the high nineties, and the water was still, with hardly a ripple 

in sight. Father and I, our backs to Mr. Cooper and Richard, started talking 

about something and paid no attention to the troubles with the motor. Sud-
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denly, the motor started with a sputtering roar and the boat lurched forward. 

We turned and looked back at Mr. Cooper, who was frantic because the motor 

had started at full throttle and he didn’t know what to do about it. We turned 

back to the front of the boat and saw the bow dip beneath the surface of the 

lake, allowing water to pour over the front seat. The boat was sinking.

We panicked and sprang to our feet, all four of us. I felt my father’s strong 

arms slip around me as he grabbed me and leaped into the water. Mr. Cooper 

and Richard followed immediately afterward. Even though the boat was made 

of wood and should have fl oated, it sank out of sight beneath the muddy 

water.

With my father’s arms wrapped around me, I fell into what felt like a velvet 

tunnel, a soundless, motionless cocoon that enveloped me like something in a 

dream. You would think there would be a lot of screaming and thrashing in a 

situation like that, but no one uttered a sound. The lake was stone-cold silent. 

Watching from the dock was the eight-year-old boy, now frightened out of 

his mind. He jumped into a boat and paddled in our direction. Father held me 

close against him in the water, keeping the two of us afl oat. The rescue boat 

reached Mr. Cooper and Richard fi rst. As the young boy helped Richard into 

the boat, my father and I treaded water, about thirty feet away, neither of us 

saying a word. I had water in my nose from when we fi rst jumped into the lake 

and I had trouble breathing. I gasped for breath.

Abruptly, without warning, I was airborne, hurtling nearly thirty feet 

through the air toward Mr. Cooper, a sensation so unlike anything else that I’d 

ever experienced that I can remember it to this day. Still in the water himself, 

Mr. Cooper scooped me up and lifted me up to the boat. When I looked back 

to fi nd Father, he was gone.

The young boy paddled us back to the dock. Mr. Cooper ran to the house 

with the young boy to get help. But the boy’s mother said that she was there 

alone and could not swim. Neither could Mr. Cooper or Richard or I. The only 

one who could swim was Father. Mr. Cooper called the sheriff’s offi ce and 

asked them to send help.

I stood on the edge of the dock, shivering, helpless, more scared than I’d 

ever been in my life. “Daddy!” I called out, peering down into the water. 

“Daddy, where are you?” 
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Mr. Cooper returned, and we all stood on the dock and stared out at the 

lake. Not a ripple or bubble in sight. The greenish water seemed heavy and 

lifeless, like a huge stained carpet. We waited for the sheriff’s deputies. When 

they arrived, we pointed to where Father had disappeared. The heavyset dep-

uties all stared helplessly at the water. Incredibly, none of them could swim 

either. After a while Mr. Cooper walked away from me to have a private con-

versation with the deputies. When he returned, he said, “Let’s go fi nd your 

mother, son.”

We walked back to the car and got inside. When Mr. Cooper realized he 

did not have a key to the car, he asked if I knew if Father kept a second key 

hidden anywhere. I pointed to the sun visor, and within minutes we were on 

our way back to town, the rancid, Delta dust behind us, billowing high into the 

treetops.

Mr. Cooper knew about Janet’s birthday party, so he went directly to the 

park and parked the car near where the party was taking place. As we got out 

of the car, I saw my mother’s head rise above the children and look our way. 

She saw Mr. Cooper and Richard and me—but not my father. There was a sud-

den look of panic on her face.

Only a few steps from the picnic table, Mr. Cooper stopped and grabbed me 

by the shoulders, leaning over to whisper in my ear, “You go tell her, son.” 

I broke into a run, my arms outstretched to my mother. I cried out, my 

voice cracked and forlorn, “Mama, Daddy’s dead! Daddy’s dead!”

Mother took me in her arms and held me tight, looking back at Mr. Cooper. 

She could tell by his face that it was true. The other women, including Aunt 

Marcie, gathered around, and together they approached Mr. Cooper and asked 

what’d happened.

I watched as he told them, their bodies slowly defl ated by the bad news, 

their faces a tangled knot of emotion. 

By the time they drove back out to the lake, an ambulance had arrived. 

There were about a half dozen police cars there. Grim-faced men stood on the 

dock as a boatload of deputies paddled about in the water, dragging the lake 

bottom with a metal rod that contained several rows of metal hooks.

They were there only a few minutes when one of the men in the boat 

screamed out, “Got him!” My heart sank. They found my father only twenty 
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feet from the dock. Mother pulled me, facefi rst, into her dress and held me 

there while the deputies removed my father’s body from the water and placed 

it on a stretcher on the dock. As they tried to resuscitate him, Mother held my 

face so that I could not watch. Finally, one of the deputies, his hat in his hand, 

came over to her and said, “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

By late afternoon the house had fi lled with people. Aunt Marcie, who had 

the face of a saint, held my three-year-old sister, Susan, and talked to her, 

speaking in soft, measured tones. Susan did not understand what was going 

on. She was pleased to be getting so much attention. Mother was in the bed-

room with the other women.

“Please, just leave me alone!” she cried out. 

Finally, everyone did as she asked and left the room.

I quietly made my way back to the bedroom. The sun was just setting, and 

there was still light coming in the windows. Mother lay facedown across the 

bed, sobbing, crying out with pain, saying nothing that made any sense to me. 

An electric fan blew the white, lacey curtains out away from the window. I 

pressed my back against the wall and quietly edged my way into the room in 

an attempt to get closer to her.

I’d never seen my mother cry in such torrents. It frightened me to see her 

in that condition. I felt totally isolated. How would we ever get by without a 

daddy? I wanted to say something to her, but I was too afraid. I stood there, 

alone though she was in the room, still smelling of lake water even though I’d 

changed clothes, feeling smaller and smaller, fi nally disappearing into the 

darkness that eventually overtook the room.

For me, Greenwood was the City of Death. Years later, when Beckwith did 

his foul deed, it confi rmed that impression, creating in my mind an image of 

Beckwith rising out of the swamp, like some sort of hideous Hollywood mon-

ster, wearing a hockey mask and clutching a chain saw, a traitor to the tran-

quility that once resided in Greenwood. 

Beckwith’s New Obsession

For Byron De La Beckwith, the stresses of making a living were over-
taken by the distress he felt over the U.S. Supreme Court’s desegrega-
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tion decision. Now he had a new obsession—the black struggle for 
equal rights. Somehow he calculated that the freedoms achieved by 
blacks would be taken away from him. A successful salesman, in the 
sense that he could relate to others in a folksy manner and make them 
think that he had what they not only wanted to buy but needed to buy, 
he added racist spiels to his usual sales pitches for candy, tobacco, and 
fertilizer. He became an early member of the Greenwood Citizens’ 
Council and worked tirelessly on its behalf, sometimes alternating 
from concerned citizen to raging psychopath. It was when he read 
about the Memphis gathering, and then later stories about the cre-
ation of the Mississippi Sovereignty Commission, that he sent Gover-
nor Coleman the letter offering his skills as a marksman. 

In 1955 the Citizens’ Council moved its headquarters to Green-
wood, a decision that fed Beckwith’s obsession. That same year, inter-
estingly enough, one of Beckwith’s cousins on his mother’s side of the 
family, Wirt Yerger Jr., spearheaded a movement to reestablish the 
Republican Party in Mississippi. As you might expect, the fl edgling 
Mississippi Republican Party was not the GOP of Abraham Lincoln 
but rather more like the intolerant party of Richard Nixon. Yerger, 
who subsequently has been described as the father of the modern 
Republican Party in Mississippi, was a delegate to the 1956 Republi-
can Convention, which saw Dwight D. Eisenhower renominated for 
a second term with Richard Nixon as his vice president. Later, Yerger 
would be angered by Eisenhower’s decision to send the 101st Airborne 
Division to Little Rock, Arkansas, to protect black children; he would 
charge Eisenhower with “joining hands with the NAACP” in a scheme 
to destroy the U.S. Constitution. Like Yerger, Beckwith despised 
President Eisenhower, and he divided his time between railing about 
Eisenhower and attacking integration in general. As with any other 
obsession, his racial hatred deplored a vacuum and fed his obsession 
for fi rearms, to the point where he sometimes traveled with as many 
as thirty or forty pistols, rifl es, and shotguns in the car with him, 
sometimes out in full view, riding beside him on the front seat, and 
other times hidden in suitcases.
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As Beckwith’s obsessions spiraled out of control, his marriage to 
Mary Louise, or “Willie” as Beckwith called her, disintegrated to the 
point where they fought constantly, sometimes violently.5 Neighbors 
said she was as mean and racist as her husband and was known to fi re 
off a few rounds at him on occasion.

By the early 1960s it appeared that Beckwith’s street corner rants, 
during which he handed out literature and preached the gospel of 
hate, were beginning to pay off. Greenwood underwent a radical 
transformation, taking on the personality of Beckwith himself, as nor-
mally polite discourse between the races boiled over into a level of 
fear and loathing unknown in the city’s history. Mayor C. E. Sampson 
blamed the city’s problems on communism and issued a statement to 
that effect that was read by Senator James O. Eastland on the fl oor of 
the Senate.6 

In August 1962 two representatives of the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) lead a parade of about two dozen 
blacks who marched through the cobblestone streets to the county 
courthouse, where they attempted to register to vote.7 Several were 
disqualifi ed and rejected by the clerk. The Sovereignty Commission 
listed some of the reasons in a report: “Ida Mae claims she could not 
read or write, which disqualifi ed her. . . . Aaron had tried twice 
previously and failed both examinations. He is mentally incapaci-
tated. . . . Ida Emma was caught cheating and disqualifi ed by the 
clerk.” 

The registration attempt attracted a camera crew from CBS Chi-
cago and several wire service reporters, all of whom witnessed a vio-
lence-free parade and registration. Once the news media left town, 
however, one of the SNCC leaders was pulled from his car by several 
white men and given a good beating. The following year, four voter 
registration workers in Greenwood were fi red on with a shotgun by 
white men in a light-colored station wagon.8 None of the workers were 
hit by the pellets, but two received cuts from the broken glass. In a 
front-page editorial, the Greenwood Commonwealth deplored the 
racial incidents: “Those who think guns will bring any kind of solution 
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. . . can’t think past the end of their noses. They aren’t doing their 
neighbors any favors.”

By the time Medgar Evers was shot in his driveway, Beckwith had 
observed fi rsthand a constant stream of senseless racial violence in his 
hometown.9 He and his wife had been divorced, remarried, divorced, 
and married again—and, according to the New York Times, he had 
been treated by a psychiatrist at the University of Mississippi Medical 
Center for undisclosed problems. 

Beckwith was a deeply troubled soul who mistook dark obsession 
for righteousness. 
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Philadelphia Burning

Not far into the second month of his administration in 1964, Gover-
nor Paul B. Johnson received a letter from State Representative Betty 
Jane Long of Meridian requesting an investigation of Michael and 
Rita Schwerner, a white couple from New York who ran the Congress 
of Racial Equality (CORE) offi ce in Meridian.1 The governor referred 
the letter to Sovereignty Commission director Erle Johnston, who 
assigned an investigator to the case. 

The investigator compiled a dossier on the couple, along with 
reports of their daily activities and their schedules, and passed it along 
to Representative Long in a series of reports. Included in the report 
was a description of the 1963 station wagon the couple drove and the 
vehicle’s Hinds County license number—H25 503. It’s not known 
what Long did with those reports—she later served on the commis-
sion from 1968 to 1972, so she obviously considered herself a guard-
ian of Mississippi Values—but it seems safe to say that the information 
fell into the wrong hands, whether it was intentional or not. 

As surveillance of the Schwerners intensifi ed, the commission 
sent an undercover agent—identifi ed only as “Investigator 51”—to 
Selma, Alabama, to make an arms purchase.2 It is one of the most 
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chilling episodes in the commission’s history. In a report to the gover-
nor on the agent’s activities, Johnston wrote:

We authorized the investigator to buy two .38-caliber pistols and 
bring them back to the Sovereignty Commission. These revolvers 
are being sold by the dealer for only $11 each and are very similar 
to the pistols which were shipped into Walthall County by a dealer 
in California. These pistols are now in a cabinet in the Sover-
eignty Commission offi ce. The dealer had on hand about 1,500 
rifl es and several cases of weapons still unopened.

In his report the investigator said that after he picked out the 
pistols, the dealer took out a notepad and asked the investigator for 
his name. “I gave the name as Douglas Graves, Route 1, Brandon, 
Mississippi,” the investigator said, indicating he had lied. As the dealer 
fi nished his paperwork, the investigator cased the room. He noted in 
his report, “This area is just behind [the dealer’s] house, and any 
forced entry could easily be seen from the house.” He seemed to sug-
gest that it would be diffi cult for a commission operative to break into 
the store without being seen.

Schwerner, Goodman, and Chaney

On Sunday, June 21, 1964, Michael Schwerner, along with two other 
civil rights workers, Andrew Goodman of New York and James 
Chaney of Meridian, set out from Meridian to investigate the burning 
of the Mount Zion Methodist Church in the eastern part of Neshoba 
County, not far from Philadelphia, the county seat.3 Schwerner and 
Chaney had been under surveillance by the Sovereignty Commission 
for several months. Goodman had arrived in Meridian the night 
before from Oxford, Ohio, where he had undergone training for the 
Mississippi Summer Project, a voter registration effort organized by 
CORE, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and the 
NAACP. 
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As they passed through Philadelphia, with Chaney at the wheel, 
they were stopped for speeding by Deputy Sheriff Cecil Price. After 
he pulled them over, Price asked Chaney, who was black, and Schw-
erner and Goodman, who were white, what they were doing in 
Neshoba County. They said they had come to investigate a church 
burning. Price gave Chaney a ticket for speeding and told them he 
was going to have to take them in for questioning about the church 
burning. 

As they were talking, one of the station wagon’s tires went fl at. 
Price radioed for backup from the highway patrol and was helping the 
men change the tire when two patrolmen arrived.4 With the tire 
changed, the highway patrolmen escorted the deputy sheriff and the 
men in the station wagon to the Neshoba County jail. Price told the 
men that they could make a telephone call, but for reasons that remain 
a mystery, they chose not to do so, a mistake that sealed their fate. 
The three prisoners were fed a big country dinner, held until 10:30 
that night, and then released after they paid a twenty dollar bond set 
by the justice of the peace. As they were leaving, Price asked them 
where they were headed. They said they were returning to Meridian. 
Price stood outside the courthouse and watched them drive onto 
Highway 45 and head toward Meridian.

When the three men failed to return to Meridian that night, their 
families and friends notifi ed authorities. By the next morning word 
had spread throughout Philadelphia that something bad had hap-
pened to the men after their release. For local residents, it was a 
“perfect storm” of circumstance for disaster. Chaney was black, rea-
son enough to be on the Klan’s hit list. Schwerner and Goodman were 
white, but they were also “Jesus killing” Jews from the North, more 
than enough to land them on a hit list.

Buford Posey, a white Neshoba County resident who had been 
under surveillance by the Sovereignty Commission for voicing pro-
NAACP opinions, received two telephone calls the next morning, one 
from the jailer’s wife and the other from his daughter. Both women 
expressed concern that something had happened to the missing men. 
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Posey notifi ed the FBI of his concerns and said that he thought the 
county sheriff, Lawrence Rainey, was a member of the Klan.

On Tuesday, June 23, an anonymous caller notifi ed the FBI of the 
whereabouts of the station wagon the men had been driving. With 
little trouble, FBI agents located the vehicle on a narrow country road 
near the Bogue Chitto swamp. It had been doused with gasoline and 
burned. There was no sign of the civil rights workers. As news of the 
discovery made headlines across the nation, Attorney General Robert 
Kennedy ordered an FBI investigation and President Lyndon Johnson 
sent two hundred sailors from the naval base in Meridian to assist in 
the search for the missing men.

Ex-CIA Chief Visits Commission

On Wednesday, June 24, the day after the missing car was found, 
former CIA director Allen Dulles walked into the offi ces of the Sov-
ereignty Commission for a meeting with Erle Johnston. Dulles had 
been sent by President Johnson to compile a report on the activities 
of two organizations under general investigation: the White Knights 
of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi and the Americans for the Preser-
vation of the White Race. 

Commission director Johnston downplayed KKK involvement.5 
Instead he blamed the Communist Party, citing evidence that he had 
linked “Communist front organizations with racial agitators.” Dulles 
was not impressed. He returned to Washington and met with the 
president, after which he issued a statement saying that Mississippi 
had a “very real” law enforcement problem. 

Johnston was stunned by Dulles’s comments. Dulles was not 
technically a member of the government, but he was a representative 
of the president and one of the nation’s top former spies. Why would 
a man of Dulles’s reputation be interested in the Mississippi Klan? 
Wasn’t that an encroachment into states’ rights? Johnston asked.

Because of the inquiry, Johnston felt the need to send a memo to 
the governor explaining his meeting with Dulles. “They asked me if 
it were true that the APWR [Americans for the Preservation of the 
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White Race] was responsible for fi ve deaths in southwest Mississippi,” 
he said. “I informed them that the Sovereignty Commission had a few 
fi les on both of these organizations and some of their literature, but 
we had no cause for any concern or policies toward these groups so 
long as the groups and their members observed Governor Johnson’s 
policies of law and order. I told him that we had no knowledge of any 
connection between APWR as an organization and any violence in 
southwest Mississippi.”

On the day after Johnston’s meeting with Dulles, the parents of 
Goodman and Schwerner went on national television in New York to 
talk about their missing sons. Chaney’s mother joined them from Mis-
sissippi via a telephone hookup. Americans were outraged by the 
inability of Mississippi law enforcement offi cials to locate the missing 
civil rights workers, but for the Sovereignty Commission it was busi-
ness as usual that week. On June 26, Johnston sent a memo to the 
highway patrol requesting an escort for a paid commission informant 
who was traveling back to Mississippi from Oxford, Ohio, where he 
had participated undercover in a CORE training program for civil 
rights workers. The informant was identifi ed only as a black male.

Johnston informed the highway patrol that the CORE informant 
would be traveling in a 1957 green-and-beige Cadillac. He said the 
informant would be accompanied by his wife and a white male. “It is 
very important that you understand that the white male does not 
know about the informant’s connection with the Sovereignty Com-
mission,” Johnston said. “Subject has been advised that if the car is 
stopped for any traffi c violation, etc., that whatever fi nes are imposed 
be paid without question.”6

When the informant arrived in Jackson, he reported that John 
Doar, the despised U.S. Justice Department offi cial who had assisted 
James Meredith at Ole Miss, was a guest speaker at the training ses-
sion.7 He detailed some of the group’s activities, then told Johnston 
what he wanted to hear. “The white girls have been going around with 
the negro boys and negro girls going with the white boys. I have seen 
these integrated couples going into the dorms together for extended 
periods of time.”
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While FBI agents, sailors from the naval base, and CORE volun-
teers searched through the unfriendly Neshoba County countryside 
for the missing civil rights workers, the Sovereignty Commission was 
providing a CORE informant with safe passage through the state. 
CORE was at the top of the commission’s hit list. 

James L. Dickerson:
I was attending the University of Mississippi when the news broke about the 

missing civil rights workers in Philadelphia. The student newspaper, the Daily 

Mississippian, kept students informed with page-one stories written by Asso-

ciated Press reporters. From the day the civil rights workers were reported 

missing, it seemed that there was a new story every day exploring some new 

facet of the case.

Late one night that summer, I went into what I think was the only coin-

operated Laundromat in Oxford. It was located in a small strip mall, a dingy, 

poorly lit hole-in-the-wall that reeked of laundry detergent and damp con-

crete. There were about a half dozen plastic chairs to sit in while your clothes 

washed and dried—thirty minutes to wash, forty-fi ve minutes to dry. I usually 

took a book to read while I waited.

On this particular day, I was occupied with a Faulkner novel when a gruff-

looking man with Mark Twain hair and thick, bushy gray eyebrows about the 

density of a squirrel’s tail entered the Laundromat and started checking the 

machines in an offi cial capacity. I looked up and saw that he was staring at 

me—and at my book—a pronounced frown breaking his forehead into hun-

dreds of tiny wrinkles. I continued reading, trying my best not to make eye 

contact with him.

Without saying a word, he left the room and got into the cab of a 

truck that was parked in front of the Laundromat. A few minutes later he 

reentered the Laundromat, walked up to me, and shoved a book in front 

of me, sort of grunting but saying nothing. I put my book aside and took 

his book to examine. The title was The Formation of the Negro by L. G. 

Lynch.

“That’s me,” he said, proudly popping his fi nger against the book.
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“Oh,” I said, impressed that I was in the company of an author. I had never 

met an author. I was impressed until I started thumbing through the book and 

saw some of the most racist writing I’d ever encountered.

Lynch didn’t wait for me to ask questions about the book. With his voice 

sputtering like a lawn mower, he started telling me about it while I continued 

to fl ip the pages. “That book tells nothing but the truth. The Negro is nothing 

more than a high form of the ape. They’re no more human than dogs are.”

I was speechless. I’d been around racists my entire life, but that odd fel-

low with fi ery eyes was in a category all to himself. Luckily, my dryer buzzer 

went off. I handed him his book and hurried over to the dryer. 

“I got an extra copy in the truck I can sell you,” he shouted after me.

I told him the truth: I didn’t have enough money on me to purchase the 

book. I saw no point in arguing with him about his comments or his book. It 

was late at night, and he looked like something the dogs had dragged out of 

the swamp. Sometimes it’s better to just walk away, which is what I did as 

quickly as I could gather up my clothes.

Forty-four years later I came across the name of L. G. Lynch while I was 

doing research in the Sovereignty Commission archives. In a memo to his 

boss, one of the investigators reported on Lynch’s book. “This author has a 

very unusual theory regarding the Negro race. He says the negro is a high form 

of ape, much less a low form of man.” He went on to say that while he had not 

personally read the book, he had looked through a copy owned by a Canton 

justice of the peace. 

As disturbing as L. G. Lynch was to me, he was just another brick in the 

wall.

The Bodies Are Found

With the investigation into the disappearance of the missing civil 
rights workers entering its eighth day, Sovereignty Commission inves-
tigator Andrew Hopkins returned to Neshoba County on June 29 to 
continue surveillance of the FBI. Hopkins met with Sheriff Lawrence 
Rainey and Deputy Sheriff Cecil Price. Rainey told Hopkins that he, 
Price, and Hale Singletary, an investigator with the Mississippi Fire 
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Marshal’s Offi ce, were at the burned church when they received word 
that the station wagon driven by the civil rights workers had been 
found. Together, they rushed over to the swamp, where they found 
twelve FBI agents at the crime scene. Hopkins reported that when the 
sheriff fi rst arrived on the scene, he was told by an FBI agent not to 
approach the car, but that he later was given permission by FBI agent 
John Proctor. Hopkins said in his report that when the sheriff asked 
who had found the car, Agent Proctor told him that it had been 
reported to his offi ce in Meridian but he could not disclose the per-
son’s identity.8

From the details provided in his report, it was obvious that Hop-
kins knew as much about the crime as the FBI:

The results of my investigation indicate that the automobile was 
parked and burned on the log road between 11:00 a.m. and 1:30 
p.m., Monday, June 22. I reached this conclusion because a wit-
ness was working on a log truck within 200 feet of the spot where 
the car burned. . . . The condition of the car, the washed out tire 
and footprints indicated that the car and terrain was rained on 
after the car was burned. I was in the Philadelphia area at this 
time and the only rain in this area between 11:00 a.m. Monday 
and Tuesday afternoon when the car was found, occurred between 
1:30 p.m. and 3:00 p.m. Monday, June 22.

Sheriff Rainey told Hopkins he resented the way the FBI had 
treated his wife. She was in the hospital convalescing after surgery, 
he said, when she was questioned by FBI agents about his where-
abouts on the evening the civil rights workers disappeared. Hopkins 
noted that Sheriff Rainey himself was a suspect in the disappearance 
of the three civil rights workers. Wrote Hopkins: “The sheriff stated 
that near the end of the interview, an agent said to him: ‘Now come 
on sheriff and tell us what you did with those people.’ One agent 
asked the sheriff if he was a member of the KKK and, of course, the 
sheriff denied being a member of the Klan as he has repeatedly denied 
it to me since the beginning of this investigation.” Sheriff Rainey told 
Hopkins that at one point during his questioning, an FBI agent 
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pointed his fi nger at him and said, “Don’t you defy the federal 
government!” 

Hopkins attempted to fi nd out from the FBI who had reported the 
location of the station wagon, but agents refused to share that infor-
mation with him. Sheriff Rainey told him that he expected to be 
arrested at any time. For that reason, the sheriff confi ded, he had 
called Attorney General Joe Patterson to inquire about the procedure 
for making bail in the event he was arrested. Reported Hopkins: 
“Sheriff Rainey and his deputy, Cecil Price, and Richard Willis, a 
night policeman of Philadelphia, are the prime suspects in this case 
as Deputy Price and Richard Willis were the last two persons to have 
seen the missing individuals.”

As the FBI dug for more information about the missing civil rights 
workers, Hopkins continued his surveillance of the FBI. He noted 
that they had set up headquarters in Room 18 at the Delphia Motel 
in Philadelphia, “where they have a radio and straight-line telephones 
installed.” On July 1, he observed the FBI installing a radio antenna 
on top of the city water tower “in an effort to contact Meridian direct 
by radio and to better receive communications from their mobile 
units.” 

About one month later, on August 4, based on a paid informant’s 
tip, the FBI discovered the bodies of the civil rights workers buried 
deep within an earthen dam just outside Philadelphia. When U.S. 
attorney general Nicholas Katzenbach asked to be informed of the 
identity of the informant, the FBI balked, taking the position that 
they could not share that information since it would result in the 
source’s death.9

When Hopkins heard the news that the bodies had been found, 
he rushed back to Neshoba County and spoke to Mrs. Frankie Chi-
solm, an offi ce deputy who had heard rumors that the FBI planned 
to arrest Deputy Price and charge him with the murders. Mrs. Chi-
solm told Hopkins that Sheriff Rainey was vacationing in Biloxi with 
his wife and two sons when the bodies were discovered but was 
expected to arrive back in town later that night. After talking to Mrs. 
Chisolm, Hopkins drove out to the crime scene, a distance of about 
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six miles from the courthouse. Not far from the dam, Hopkins 
encountered a roadblock manned by two Mississippi highway patrol-
men. They told him the bodies had been removed and were on the 
way to University Hospital in Jackson, where an autopsy would be 
performed. 

Hopkins was considerably more interested in fi nding out who had 
tipped off the FBI about the location of the bodies than he was in 
identifying their killers. He was told that the FBI had offered Deputy 
Sheriff Price one million dollars for evidence that would solve the 
case. Noted Hopkins in his report: “The agents told Price that he 
could ‘leave Mississippi with that kind of money and buy a cattle 
ranch in Wyoming.’”

Hopkins was convinced that the FBI informant was an eyewit-
ness to the killings, since “the bodies were found in the section where 
very little searching had been done.” Apart from learning the identity 
of the informant, the thing that most interested Hopkins was whether 
the FBI knew the caliber of the gun that was used to shoot the men. 
His source informed him that there was one bullet in Schwerner’s 
body, one bullet in Goodman’s body, and three bullets in Chaney’s 
body, but the caliber of the bullets or whether they were all fi red from 
the same gun was still unknown. Hopkins shared the results of his 
information with the highway patrol, but not with the FBI, since “they 
already have most of it.”

The next morning, when Hopkins returned to the crime scene, 
he encountered Sheriff Rainey and Deputy Price, who were inspect-
ing the area with a coroner’s jury. Rainey told him the FBI had made 
“threats” to encourage him to tell them what he knew about the crime. 
By “threats,” he explained that they’d told him they had information 
linking him to a bootlegging operation. If that information were 
turned over to the IRS, the agents allegedly told him, he would owe 
several thousand dollars in back taxes. If he would cooperate with 
them, the agents promised to keep quiet about the bootlegging.

Hopkins remained in Philadelphia through August 6 and then 
returned to Jackson. In his report he said that the FBI informant 
would be in “danger” if his identity were ever revealed. “Several peo-
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ple, including trouble-makers, have expressed their dissatisfaction 
that someone informed to the FBI and have made remarks that they 
would hate to be in his shoes when people fi nd out who he is.” 

The FBI is an investigative agency, not a prosecutorial one, so 
when it uncovers evidence of a crime, it turns the information over to 
the prosecuting authority that has jurisdiction over the case—local, 
state, or federal. In this case, however, the agency did not turn the 
evidence over to the local district attorney, because two county offi -
cials were thought to be involved and the agency had no confi dence 
that the case would be prosecuted. Neither did the agency turn the 
evidence over to Governor Johnson or Attorney General Patterson. 
The last time they’d shared evidence with Mississippi state offi -
cials—in the Poplarville lynching case—no effort was made to pursue 
prosecution. Because they didn’t trust Mississippi offi cials to prose-
cute the case, the FBI turned the evidence over to the U.S. Justice 
Department so that the men implicated in the crime could be pros-
ecuted in federal court. Since murder is not a federal crime, the Jus-
tice Department decided to prosecute the suspects on civil rights 
violations.

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
The month of June 1964 was a very busy time for me. The law fi rm I joined had 

an extremely heavy work load. I had been practicing law for only a few months, 

and the fi rm had no hesitation in laying a huge amount of work on me. I was 

required to do what the fi rm called “community work,” and to that end I was 

asked to become scoutmaster of a local Boy Scout troop. My wife had just 

delivered our second baby, Alyce, earlier that month. The overwhelming legal 

work, chasing fi fty Boy Scouts around, and trying to keep my family intact—all 

on a starting associate’s salary of fi ve hundred dollars a month—were quite 

challenging.

I paid little attention to the murder of the three civil rights workers in 

Philadelphia, which had occurred earlier in the month. Other priorities were 

overwhelming me. The local newspaper was telling us that it was probably a 

Communist plot to make Mississippi look bad, and the editorials suggested 
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that the three were probably in the Bahamas drinking Bahama Mamas and 

laughing at all the commotion. Like nearly everyone, I kept silent. There was 

no talk about these murders in the law fi rm or in my circle of friends, other 

than admonitions not to get involved. The sinister plot to embarrass the state 

would soon be exposed. 

But I surprised even myself when I broke that silence. At ten o’clock every 

morning, all fourteen members of the fi rm went downstairs to the Belmont 

Café for a coffee break. This was not just routine; it was a required ritual. 

Although legal matters were discussed, nothing was mentioned about the 

murders. The head of the fi rm, whom the younger members called “the Big 

Cheese,” W. Calvin Wells III, always sat at the end of the table and often would 

steer the coffee conversation. One morning after it had been reported in the 

newspaper that someone had broken the conspiracy of silence and told the 

FBI where the bodies of these three civil rights workers were buried, the Big 

Cheese surprisingly stated that he “could not believe a white man in this state 

could have possibly ratted on those people and told the FBI.”

Without thinking, and almost in shock, I exclaimed, “My God, Mr. Wells, 

I can’t believe that any person would not have told. This is murder.” Silence! 

All coffee cups stayed at half-mast. Slowly and silently the cups were eased 

into their saucers and each of the lawyers around the table arose from their 

seats and went to their offi ces without a word to me. I remember that the only 

lawyer left seated with me was my young friend and associate Walker 

Watters. 

I looked at him and said, “What now?” because I did not know whether I 

would be fi red or what would happen. Walker simply patted me on my shoul-

der and said, “It will be okay.” As far as I can remember, it was okay. The fi rm 

kept piling the work on me, and I stayed with the fi rm until it dissolved four 

years later and I started my own fi rm.

The FBI Makes Arrests

On the morning of December 4, 1964, Mrs. Chisolm turned on her 
radio and heard that the FBI was making arrests in the murder case 
involving the civil rights workers. Her worst suspicions were soon 
confi rmed. Her boss, Sheriff Lawrence Rainey, and his chief deputy, 
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Cecil Price, had been arrested, along with nineteen other citizens of 
Philadelphia and Meridian, including Olen Burrage, the thirty-four-
year-old truck company manager that the Sovereignty Commission 
suspected of being the informant, and Edgar Ray Killen, a thirty-
nine-year-old preacher who lived in Union. Mrs. Chisolm wasted no 
time in calling commission investigator Andrew Hopkins, who rushed 
to Neshoba County as soon as he got the news.

When Hopkins arrived, he learned that all twenty-one men had 
been brought before a federal commissioner in Meridian, charged 
with violating the civil rights of the murdered men, and then trans-
ported to the naval base in Meridian, where they were not being 
allowed visitors. In a report to the governor dated December 8, 1964, 
Hopkins listed the names of the men who were arrested. With unusual 
candor, he admitted that several individuals he considered suspects 
were not among them, while others he had never suspected were. 
“[The FBI] theory seems to be that some of those involved observed 
the civil rights workers when they left Meridian and then notifi ed 
others in the Philadelphia area who were in on the plot,” he wrote in 
his report. “They evidently believe that these subjects were followed 
out of Philadelphia for several miles where they were stopped by sev-
eral carloads of white men who blocked the highway (four cars). From 
that point, the FBI evidently believes that the victims were taken to 
a deserted spot in rural Neshoba County where they were executed.” 
Hopkins concluded that Schwerner was the real target of the killers; 
Chaney and Goodman were just in the wrong place at the wrong 
time.10

Four days later U.S. Commissioner Esther Carter shocked the 
country by dropping charges against most of the men. (The commis-
sioner’s offi ce is no longer in existence, but at that time U.S. commis-
sioners performed most of the duties now assigned to federal 
magistrates.) Carter, a grandmotherly white woman in her sixties, was 
not a lawyer and had requested that a law clerk sit at her side during 
the proceedings. Federal prosecutors were stunned by her decision. 
On the heels of that disappointment, a second commissioner in Biloxi 
released another defendant. The two remaining defendants were held 
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in jails in Mississippi and in Louisiana for a while longer, and then 
charges against them also were dropped.

More than a month after federal prosecutors were dealt a stun-
ning defeat in the Neshoba County murder case, they were successful 
in obtaining indictments from a federal grand jury in Jackson on eigh-
teen of the twenty-one men originally charged. The trial would be 
held in the courtroom of Judge Harold Cox, the race-baiting jurist 
Senator Eastland had won in a trade for Supreme Court justice Thur-
good Marshall. Eastland was confi dent that Cox would do the right 
thing and stand tall for Mississippi Values. Cox didn’t disappoint. His 
fi rst judicial act in the Neshoba County murder case was to dismiss 
all the felony indictments. He ruled the defendants could be charged 
with only misdemeanors. 

The Sovereignty Commission sent investigator Andrew Hopkins 
back to Neshoba County to gather more information. In his report 
Hopkins gave a detailed description of the murders, details, he said, 
that were obtained from a reliable source.

I was informed that the civil rights workers were shot and killed 
in the following order. Michael Schwerner was shot one time and 
killed and was the fi rst victim. Andrew Goodman was the second 
victim and was also shot one time and killed. James Chaney, the 
colored member of this group, is alleged to have broke [sic] from 
the group of men that were holding them captive. Shortly after he 
made the break, he was shot several times by several different 
people but was struck by only three bullets each of which was 
alleged to have been fi red from a different fi rearm.11

Hopkins said similar information was contained in confessions 
allegedly given to the FBI by two of the defendants. After the FBI 
arrested one of the men, Hopkins explained, he was taken to a local 
motel and forced to sit in a chair for ten hours without water and had 
limited access to the bathroom. “I was further informed that on at 
least two occasions, the FBI gave this subject substantial sums of 
money for his confession or cooperation and offered him more money 
if he would go to Dallas, Texas, and remain there until the trial.” 
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Hopkins concluded with the ominous admission that “the defense 
attorneys already have this information and probably will handle it in 
the manner it should be handled.”

Justice on the Rebound

The Justice Department appealed Judge Cox’s decision to the United 
States Supreme Court—and won, receiving a favorable decision in 
March 1966. While the case was on appeal, many people assumed 
the issued was closed. Mississippi judges had circled their wagons. 
The consensus was that it would take more than the power of the 
federal government to break through the state’s legal barricades.

If Governor Johnson thought the Neshoba County case was 
closed, he must have been shocked to receive a sixteen-page letter 
later that month from Roy Moore, agent in charge of the Jackson FBI 
bureau. The letter, stamped Secret, provided the governor with the 
names of known KKK members in Mississippi. Not only did the letter 
identify Sheriff Rainey and two of his deputies, Cecil Price and Hop 
Barnett, as members of the Neshoba County Klavern of the White 
Knights of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi, but it also listed the 
names of sheriffs, constables, and highway patrolmen all across the 
state. In addition, the FBI letter listed the leadership of the statewide 
organizations of the United Klans of America, the Mississippi Ku 
Klux Klan, and the White Knights. Also included was a county-by-
county breakdown, with the names of each Klan member listed in 
alphabetical order. The FBI was particularly interested in Klan 
involvement among law enforcement offi cers. Earlier in the summer, 
the Klan had held a large rally at Delta City, a small community not 
far from Greenville, to swear in twenty-nine new members. Twenty-
seven of the new members attended the ceremony. The two who did 
not were employees of the Mississippi Highway Patrol. 

Justice in Mississippi was put on hold for almost a year before the 
U.S. Supreme Court overruled Judge Cox in March. Defense attor-
neys fi led a motion to throw out the indictments on the grounds that 
the grand jury had been chosen improperly. To everyone’s surprise, 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   123devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   123 4/1/09   10:59:45 PM4/1/09   10:59:45 PM



124 In the Beginning

the Justice Department agreed. Judge Cox promptly dismissed the 
indictments, allowing the defendants to think they had gotten off 
scot-free.

Only later did it become obvious that the Justice Department had 
agreed with the defense motion in order to reorganize its case. It 
dropped several defendants from the case and added KKK “imperial 
wizard” Sam Holloway Bowers Jr. and former Neshoba County sheriff 
Hop Barnett. In February 1967 prosecutors went before a new grand 
jury in Jackson and secured indictments on the original conspiracy 
charges. 

On October 19, 1967, eighteen defendants went on trial in Judge 
Harold Cox’s courtroom on charges of conspiracy to deprive Good-
man, Chaney, and Schwerner of their civil rights. The prosecution 
was led by John Doar, who had battled with Mississippi over the inte-
gration of Ole Miss. It was an important case for Doar. Not only 
would it be the fi rst time the Civil Rights Division had ever tried a 
case in Mississippi, but it was also Doar’s last case as a federal pros-
ecutor. He had announced plans to retire from the Justice Depart-
ment at the conclusion of the trial.

Facing off against Doar were all of the practicing attorneys in 
Neshoba County. All twelve of them. With eighteen defendants and 
twelve attorneys, the defense table had the look of a rather large fam-
ily reunion picnic. Some of the men, such as Sheriff Rainey, had their 
cheeks bulging with chewing tobacco. The defendants and their attor-
neys seemed confi dent. They laughed and joked with each other. They 
reacted warmly with the spectators. They seemed impatient to get the 
whole thing over with, so they could go home and resume their 
lives.

Doar presented his evidence in a methodical manner to the all-
white jury of seven women and fi ve men. He traced the movements 
of the civil rights workers from the time they left Meridian to when 
they arrived in Philadelphia and were arrested and jailed. One of the 
government witnesses was the Reverend Charles Johnson, who had 
worked with Michael Schwerner in Meridian that summer. When he 
was cross-examined by one of the defense attorneys, he was asked if 
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it were true that he and Schwerner had tried to get young blacks to 
agree to rape white women in the city. Saying the question was “highly 
improper,” Cox asked for an explanation. The defense attorney 
responded that he asked the question because he had been slipped a 
note from one of the defendants instructing him to ask it. Cox looked 
agitated. “Who is the author of that question?” he demanded.

The courtroom grew very quiet as the judge waited for an 
answer.

Finally, the defense attorney identifi ed the defendant.
With the jury still in the courtroom, Cox eyed the defendants. 

Speaking sternly, he said, “I am not going to allow a farce to be made 
of this trial. And everybody might as well get that through their heads, 
including every one of these defendants.” As the judge’s words defl ated 
the defense team, the courtroom got so quiet, according to observers, 
that you could have heard a pin drop.

One of Doar’s key witnesses was James Jordan, who had been 
named in the original indictments. After he agreed to become a gov-
ernment witness, he and his family were relocated to Georgia for their 
protection. When Jordan was delivered to the courthouse earlier that 
day by fi ve FBI agents, with guns drawn, he showed signs of tension. 
Before he could be called to the stand, he collapsed and was removed 
from the courthouse on a stretcher. That made defense attorneys 
think that they had won the case. To everyone’s surprise, Jordan 
returned to the courthouse the next day surrounded by FBI agents. 
When he was called to the witness stand, he told the jury that he had 
been in the group that had abducted and killed the civil rights work-
ers—and he told about burying their bodies.

Another key witness was Carlton Miller, a forty-three-year-old 
Meridian police offi cer and Klansman who became an informant in 
the summer of 1964. Memos to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover from 
the Jackson FBI offi ce as early as September 1964 indicate that the 
agency had checked him out and was confi dent of his credibility.12 

At the trial Miller testifi ed that he had gone to school in Neshoba 
County with Edgar Ray Killen, a distant relative. He was recruited by 
Killen in 1964 to become a member of the White Knights of the Ku 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   125devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   125 4/1/09   10:59:45 PM4/1/09   10:59:45 PM



126 In the Beginning

Klux Klan. It was shortly after that, he testifi ed, that Killen talked to 
him about the Philadelphia murders: “He told me that he wanted to 
talk to me and he and I went back to my back room and we sat on the 
bed, and we were discussing the civil rights workers. Mr. Killen told 
me that they had been shot, that they were dead, and that they were 
buried in a dam about fi fteen feet deep.”13 

In his closing argument Doar assured the jury that the federal 
government had no intention of “invading Philadelphia or Neshoba 
County.” He praised the courage of the three informants who had 
testifi ed for the government. They were essential in cracking the case. 
“Midnight murder in the rural area of Neshoba County provides few 
witnesses,” he said. He pointed his fi nger at Deputy Sheriff Cecil 
Price and said he had abused the power of his offi ce and was respon-
sible for the conspiracy.

After deliberating for one day, the jurors returned to the court-
room and reported that they were deadlocked. Judge Cox instructed 
the jury to resume their deliberations. He made it clear he wanted a 
verdict. The following day the jury returned with verdicts. The jury 
foreman handed a sealed envelope to the court clerk, who tore it open 
and began reading: “We, the jury, fi nd the defendant Cecil Ray Price 
not guilty.” 

There was a gasp in the courtroom. Then the jury foreman con-
tinued speaking. “I’m sorry, Your Honor, may I start over?”

Cox nodded.
“We, the jury, fi nd the defendant Cecil Ray Price guilty of the 

charges contained in the indictment. . . .”
Guilty verdicts against six additional defendants were announced. 

Named were Jimmy Arledge, Jimmy Snowden, Sam Bowers, Alton 
Wayne Roberts, Billy Wayne Posey, and Horace Doyle Barnette. Eight 
defendants were acquitted, including Sheriff Lawrence Rainey. The 
jury was unable to reach a verdict on three of the defendants, includ-
ing Edgar Ray Killen, the Baptist preacher who was accused of mas-
terminding the plot, and former sheriff Hop Barnett.

Cox allowed the defendants who were acquitted to leave the 
courtroom while he explained the bond procedures to those who had 
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been found guilty. He then released everyone on bond except Price 
and Roberts, whom he told to approach the bench. Cox told them that 
it was his intention to deny them bond over the weekend because of 
infl ammatory comments they had made in the courtroom and outside 
in the hallway. Said Cox: “I’m not going to let any wild men loose on 
a civilized society.”

At the sentencing hearing on December 29, Judge Cox gave Rob-
erts and Bowers ten years each; Posey and Price six years each; and 
Barnette, Snowden, and Arledge three years each. Cox later explained 
his sentences this way: “They killed one nigger, one Jew, and a white 
man. I gave them all what I thought they deserved.”

The Justice Department was happy to get the convictions, but the 
trial left many questions unanswered. Where were the guns used in 
the murders? Why did informants not disclose the location of the 
guns? Or did they? Why did the state not press murder charges after 
the men were convicted in federal court? What involvement did the 
Sovereignty Commission have in the murders?

The defendants immediately fi led an appeal and went home to 
their families, released on bond while their appeals were prepared. 
Cecil Price was still deputy sheriff. Lawrence Rainey was still sheriff. 
Life quickly returned to normal in Neshoba County.

Murders! What Murders?

In 1969 the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals denied a new trial applica-
tion from the men convicted of violating the civil rights of Schwerner, 
Goodman, and Chaney. It was going on fi ve years since the murders, 
and the convicted men were still free. Their lawyers appealed to the 
U.S. Supreme Court, but in 1970 the High Court refused to revisit 
the case. Sam Bowers, Cecil Price, and the other conspirators were 
taken off to prison.

Mississippi could have prosecuted the men for murder but 
declined to do so. The crime with which they were charged—violat-
ing the civil rights of the murdered men—was a federal law, not a 
state violation. The murders themselves were inconsequential to the 
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State of Mississippi. Periodically, Mississippi offi cials were asked by 
reporters if the men were ever going to be tried by the state for mur-
der. Over the years offi cial reaction ranged from “We’re looking into 
that” to a fi nal admission that it was too late because “those fi les were 
lost a long time ago.”

FBI agent Jim Ingram, who was in charge of the civil rights desk 
in the Jackson offi ce, later was haunted by the fact that the three 
murdered men had been offered a telephone call by their jailers but 
had declined to take advantage of the offer. In an interview with the 
authors, he explained: “I don’t know what their thinking was. [Some 
people] thought they were not in harm’s way in Neshoba County and 
would return to Lauderdale County. But they should have made that 
phone call. A lot of lessons were learned from that day. After that, any 
civil rights workers who came to Mississippi knew, if they were 
arrested, to immediately make that phone call.”
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Charles Moore 
and Henry Dee

Racial violence occurred with alarming regularity all across Missis-
sippi in the 1960s, but looking at Pike County alone, the horrifi c acts 
of savagery are astounding. Roy Littlejohn, staff attorney for the 
United States Commission on Civil Rights, in hearings held in Jack-
son in 1965, reported a dismal record for Pike County, a southern 
Mississippi jurisdiction that has a common border with Louisiana. 
According to Littlejohn, terrorist activity during 1964 included the 
bombing of fourteen black homes, a Masonic meeting hall, and a 
church, and arson attacks that destroyed or damaged four other 
churches.

Earlier, a fi rebomb was thrown at NAACP leader Curtis Bryant, 
and on two different nights numerous crosses were burned through-
out the county. Littlejohn continued his report by noting that on one 
night in June, three black homes were bombed, “two local Negroes 
were abducted and beaten, and three northern white men were 
assaulted, while the third was held at gunpoint.” 

Littlejohn noted that violence had reached a peak during the fi rst 
three weeks in September, when seven black homes were bombed, 
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one church was destroyed by fi re, and three Council of Federated 
Organizations workers were assaulted. Similar acts of brutality could 
be cited in counties all across the state in 1964. Mississippians didn’t 
need a lawyer from the Commission on Civil Rights to tell them that. 
All they had to do was stick their head out the front door and listen. 
Night screams were as common as summer thunderstorms.

“What’s that I hear outside?”
“A bobcat maybe? Panthers scream, don’t they?”
“No, I don’t think it’s a cat. I think somebody got a hold of a 

nigger.”
“Pass the cornbread, please.”

Meadville’s Mean Streak

Charles Eddie Moore and Henry Hezekiah Dee, both black nineteen-
year-olds, were typical teens for the 1960s. There wasn’t much to do in 
Meadville (population 594), except to walk around town to see what 
everyone else was doing, which was usually not very much. Meadville 
was the county seat of Franklin County, which had been named after 
Benjamin Franklin. In the mid-1960s there were only about six thou-
sand people in the entire county. In many ways, it was identical to 
nearby Pike County, a hotbed of so much racial violence. 

Meadville didn’t have much to distinguish itself. Even today, the 
town’s promotional Web site doesn’t list any historical developments 
since the mid-1800s, which was apparently the town’s golden era.1 At 
that time it had three inns and taverns, a post offi ce, a telegraph 
offi ce, lawyers’ offi ces, and a tailor shop. Time stood still.

By 1964 Meadville had lost the inns and telegraph offi ce but had 
picked up a weekly newspaper, a barber shop, and a gas station or two, 
and not much else. Meadville has a Main Street that also doubles as 
U.S. 84, a two-lane highway that runs through the middle of town on 
its way to Natchez, a roadway so dismissive of the town that it has a 
marked intolerance for stoplights. On the surface the town in 1964 
was very much like the fi ctional Mayberry in the Andy Griffi th Show, 
a television show popular with those residents who could afford a 
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television antenna tall enough to capture broadcasts from Jackson or 
Monroe, Louisiana. Unlike Mayberry, however, there was a dark, 
mean streak that ran through Meadville. Like the scrub pine towns 
in Pike County, only about forty miles away, Meadville was rife with 
racial intolerance and violence. There were stories about black prison-
ers being beaten at the jail. Stories about black homes coming under 
gunfi re at the midnight hour. Some stories that couldn’t be told in 
mixed company.

Moore and Dee knew all that as they walked along Highway 84 
on May 2, 1964, occasionally pausing to stick out a thumb in the 
hopes of catching a ride. When they saw two white men in a white 
Volkswagen approach, they dropped their hands, not wishing to fl ag 
them for a ride. The car stopped anyway. James Ford Seale, a twenty-
nine-year-old truck driver and member of the Klan, got out and falsely 
identifi ed himself as an agent with the Internal Revenue Service. He 
told the teens to get into the backseat because he needed to talk to 
them. Once they were in the car, he drove out of town on Highway 
84 in the direction of Natchez. The teens were skeptical. He wasn’t 
dressed like a federal agent. With his greasy black hair slicked back 
away from his forehead, he looked more like a stereotypical 1950s 
greaser. Apprehensive about where he was taking them, Moore and 
Dee asked him to stop the car so that they could get out. He refused. 
Instead he pulled out a walkie-talkie and called the Klansmen in the 
pickup truck that drove behind them. By 1964 terrorism standards, 
these guys were high-tech. 

Not far out of Meadville, Seale pulled off into a deserted area of 
the Homochitto National Forest, a 189,000-acre wildlife preserve 
located about thirty miles from Natchez.2 They remained in the car 
until the pickup pulled up and stopped. Then Seale and the other 
man got out of the car, with Seale pointing a sawed-off shotgun at the 
teens until the other men got out of the truck. The frightened teens 
were led over to the edge of a clearing, where their wrists were bound 
with duct tape and they were tied to a tree. 

The men accused the teens of being Black Muslims who had 
come to Mississippi to cause trouble. The teens said they didn’t know 
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what they were talking about—they weren’t Black Muslims. The men 
demanded to know who was coordinating the civil rights activity 
around Meadville. Again, the teens said they didn’t know. It was at 
that point that the men picked up branches and started beating the 
teens, striking them thirty to forty times each until they were a bloody 
pulp.3

Throughout the beating, which lasted about thirty minutes, Seale 
and the others asked them where the guns were hidden. Finally, react-
ing the way torture victims usually react when asked for information, 
one of the teens “confessed” and swore that the guns were hidden in 
Roxie Colored First Baptist Church. At that point the beatings 
stopped. One of the men, Charles Marcus Edwards, thinking that 
neither of the teens would be turned loose, asked Dee if he was “right” 
with the Lord.4 

Seale and another Klansmen left with the teens, with the under-
standing that Edwards and another man would get the sheriff so they 
could search the church identifi ed by the teens as a hiding place for 
illegal guns. When Edwards and the deputies arrived at the church, 
they told the Reverend Clyde Briggs they’d received a tip that the 
church was going to be bombed and needed to search the building to 
make sure a bomb had not already been planted there. The pastor, 
under duress, gave them permission to search the church, but they 
turned up nothing illegal and left.

Meanwhile, Seale and another Klansman took the bloodied teens 
to a farm outside Meadville. When they learned that no guns were 
found at the church, they stuffed them into the trunk of a red Ford 
that was summoned from another Klansman in Natchez. If guns had 
been found, they could have turned the teens over to the sheriff for 
prosecution. Once they realized that they couldn’t release the teens, 
they decided they could be used to lure the biggest prize of them 
all—Martin Luther King Jr.—to Franklin County, where the Klan 
was strong and capable of pulling off an assassination. 

Still alive, the teens were driven nearly one hundred miles to 
Palmyra Island, an old channel of the Mississippi River near Tallulah, 
Louisiana, not far from Vicksburg, Mississippi. For years it was known 
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as Davis Island because of its association with the president of the 
Confederate States of America, Jefferson Davis, and his brother, 
Joseph Davis, both of whom had plantations there.5 During the Civil 
War the pear-shaped body of land, which was about twelve miles long 
and twenty-eight miles in circumference, was made into a paradise 
for over six hundred freedmen who established their own government. 
Giving the former slaves their freedom resulted in record-breaking 
cotton production; one of them, Benjamin T. Montgomery, raised a 
cotton crop one year that took all the prizes at the Cincinnati Exposi-
tion. Davis Island may have been a paradise for blacks 150 years ago, 
but by the 1960s it was such a rough place that blacks would more 
quickly call it “hell’s punch bowl.” 

Moore and Dee were dumped out of the Ford at Parker’s Land-
ing.6 The original plan was for the men to fi nish the teens off, put 
them into a boat, take them out into the Mississippi River, and dump 
their bodies into the deep water. However, the only way to kill them 
without bloodying their hands was to shoot them, and Seale worried 
that would leave a trail of blood into the boat. Instead, they tied Jeep 
engine parts to Dee with a heavy chain and wrapped baling wire 
around his feet, with Moore watching the entire time. Then they 
attached several metal wheels and a railroad rail to Moore, also wrap-
ping baling wire around his feet. Once they were done with that, they 
loaded Dee into the boat and paddled out into deep water, where they 
rolled him over the side. Then they went back and got Moore, took 
him out onto the river, and rolled him into the water. One can only 
imagine the fear and terror the teens felt as they sank to the bottom 
of the muddy river, unable to see beyond a few inches from their 
faces, fi rst trying to hold their breath, then gasping for air as the inevi-
table rush of water fl ooded their lungs.

The killers watched until the air bubbles stopped. Then they 
returned to the landing and drove back to Meadville. Later Seale told 
the other Klansmen that he was afraid the bodies would surface and 
the FBI would fi nd his fi ngerprints on the duct tape. They told him 
not to worry about it—those bodies would never surface, weighted 
down the way they were. Still, Seale worried. Killing blacks wasn’t as 
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easy as it had been in his father’s day. He trusted his fellow Klansmen, 
not just because they were “running buddies” but also because of the 
blood oath that all Klansmen take never to betray another member. 
He trusted the deputies who had gone to Rev. Briggs’s church with 
Edwards. He trusted his white neighbors, because in Franklin County 
white was right. The only person, outside of his tight group, who 
could link any of them to the murders was Rev. Briggs.

The Bodies Surface

On July 12, more than ten weeks after the murders, a man and a 
woman were fi shing in the old river shunt when the woman’s hook 
snagged on something.7 When she pulled it out of the water, she saw 
that it was a human vertebra. The couple contacted the sheriff, who 
promptly notifi ed the FBI. By the time FBI agents arrived on the 
scene, they were confi dent that they had found the bodies of the three 
men abducted in Philadelphia. At that point they had no reason to 
suspect that Moore and Dee also had been murdered. Not until they 
pulled two rotting, headless torsos from the water were they able to 
identify Moore and Dee from the items found in their pockets. Unfor-
tunately, investigators had no motive, no time line, and no suspects in 
the murders.

The murders made the newspapers, creating a stir not just in the 
river towns along the river, Vicksburg and Natchez, but also in sleepy 
Meadville, where the two youths were last seen alive. People started 
talking. Was Meadville going to become another Philadelphia and 
Poplarville? Would federal agents invade their little town the way 
they’d done in Philadelphia?

Among those giving thought to the matter was the Reverend 
Clyde Briggs, helped along by the gunshot that tore through his house 
on the night after the bodies were found, an obvious warning for him 
to keep his mouth shut.8 That wasn’t the fi rst trouble he’d had since 
the teens disappeared. On May 24, three weeks after their disappear-
ance, two carloads of white men yelled at him as he walked along the 
highway. When he didn’t obey their command to stop, one of the men 
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jumped out of the car and confronted him, telling him that he’d better 
pay attention the next time they told him to do something. 

Not long after the murders, a Klansman named Ernest Gilbert 
approached FBI agents and told them he had information that would 
be helpful. He said that Seale’s brother, Jack, and another Klansman 
had bragged about killing the teens. He said that James Seale had 
voiced concern about his fi ngerprints being on the duct tape used in 
the crime. Once Gilbert gave the agents specifi c information, such as 
a description of the weights used to drown the teens, the FBI called 
in navy divers to search the river fl oor. What they discovered—a 
human skull and ribs with steel rails attached—verifi ed Gilbert’s 
story.

On November 6, 1964, James Seale and Charles Edwards, the 
only Klansmen that authorities felt they had enough evidence against, 
were arrested by the FBI and sheriff’s deputies and charged with kill-
ing Moore and Dee. They were transported to Jackson for questioning 
and then returned to Meadville. On the drive back, FBI agent Leon-
ard Wolf talked to Seale about the crime.

“We know you did it. You know you did it. The Lord above knows 
you did it.”

“Yes, but I’m not going to admit it. You are going to have to prove it.”
Each man was released on a fi ve thousand dollar bond, and a 

hearing was set for January 11, 1965. Meanwhile, the FBI turned the 
evidence over to District Attorney Lenox Forman in Natchez, who 
promised to present it to the grand jury.9

James Seale was not concerned that he would be charged with 
killing two young African Americans. No white man in Mississippi 
had ever been successfully prosecuted for killing an African American 
involved in civil rights work. He knew the local district attorney would 
not prosecute him regardless of the evidence. He scoffed at the notion 
that he would be arrested. He knew that a decade ago, in 1955, the 
Reverend George Lee had half of his face blown off in Belzoni for 
helping fellow blacks register to vote. There wasn’t even an investiga-
tion of his death, and when the sheriff was confronted with the fact 
that lead pellets were taken from his head and face, he simply said 
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they were probably tooth fi llings. In Brookhaven another black activ-
ist, Lamar Smith, was shot in broad daylight on the courthouse lawn 
for voter registration activities. Although any number of persons wit-
nessed this blatant murder, and the sheriff saw a white man leave the 
scene covered in blood, there was no prosecution and the killer again 
walked free.

Two years later Herbert Lee was killed by a white Mississippi 
state representative, E. H. Hurst, in Liberty, Mississippi. Again, there 
was no prosecution. A black witness to this shooting, Louis Allen, was 
beaten after he talked to the FBI. He made plans to get out of Liberty 
and Amite County and take his family to Milwaukee, where his 
brother lived, but he never made it. He was killed before he could get 
out of town. No one was ever arrested for his murder either. The next 
year Corporal Roman Duckworth Jr. was killed by police in Taylors-
ville, Mississippi, for failure to move to the back of the bus. There was 
no arrest or prosecution. 

Indeed, killing blacks was not viewed as a crime by many white 
Mississippians. For many it was viewed as a patriotic act, an expres-
sion of Mississippi Values. 

Two months before the murders of Moore and Dee, Clinton 
Walker, who was an excellent employee of International Paper Com-
pany for fourteen years, was returning home from work when he was 
brutally murdered by being shot in the back.10 He was married, had 
children, and lived near Natchez. As usual the state turned a blind 
eye and no one was arrested. In addition to horrible killings such as 
these, the hundreds of beatings and brutal whippings of blacks sus-
pected of civil rights activities in Mississippi are too numerous to 
enumerate. Many of these were carried out around Natchez by hooded 
men at about the same time that Moore and Dee were murdered. The 
Sovereignty Commission reported that James Seale and his brother, 
Jack, were suspects of some of these beatings and whippings. Again, 
the State of Mississippi turned a blind eye and there were no 
arrests.

On July 23, 1964, a little over two and a half months after he 
masterminded the despicable murders of Moore and Dee, Seale wrote 
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a scathing letter to the local Franklin Advocate, revealing his racist 
thoughts and perhaps refl ecting the minds of most white Mississip-
pians at that time. He encouraged the readers to defy the Civil Rights 
Act, which he said was “a giant step to a communist dictatorship in 
America.” He wrote that the Civil Rights Act would not give “the nig-
ger” what he wants, that what he wants is to “sleep in the white hotel 
or motel, swim in the white pool, or go to the white church, or go to 
the white school. In short, they want to marry your white daughter, 
or live with her, the only thing they know.” He concluded by stating 
that “the time has come for Christian people of this nation to fi ght 
what a few men in Congress or the Senate decided on under pressure 
from the niggers and communists.” Surely such a letter would not 
have been written by someone who was apprehensive of being pros-
ecuted for the murders of two young blacks he’d committed some two 
months before.

As it turned out, Seale’s confi dence in the strength of Missis-
sippi Values was well founded. The January 11 hearing never took 
place because District Attorney Lenox Forman dropped all charges 
against Seale and Edwards. An FBI memo dated the day after the 
hearing was scheduled to take place indicated that Forman had dis-
cussed the case with Franklin County sheriff Wayne Hutto, Assis-
tant Attorney General Garland Lyle, and Charles Snodgrass, a 
highway patrolman with strong ties to the Sovereignty Commission, 
and had concluded that the case was “greatly prejudiced” against the 
defendants because the men had told local residents that they’d 
been “brutally mistreated” by investigators and denied medication 
by the highway patrol.11 According to the memo, Forman had said 
that if the case was presented on January 11, he would have no 
choice but to dismiss the charges. He told the FBI that if more evi-
dence was obtained, he would reconsider presenting the case to a 
grand jury.

On April 6, 1965, the Sovereignty Commission reported that a 
group of “outside agitators” were arriving in Fayette, Mississippi, and 
dispatched its investigator, Andrew Hopkins, to the scene. Not sur-
prisingly, the investigator saw Klansman James Seale brazenly march-
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ing around with an armed guard. Fortunately, there were no shootings 
and no arrests that day.

James Seale Lives the Good Life

On January 14, 1966, James Seale impudently appeared before the 
House Committee on Un-American Activities, clinching a cigar in his 
teeth and looking every bit the backwoods roughneck. Over forty 
times Seale refused to answer questions, citing the Fifth 
Amendment. 

Five months after the hearings, a black man named Ben Chester 
White, who had never been involved in any civil rights activity or even 
attempted to vote, was killed by the Klan in Natchez, probably by the 
members of the Cottonmouth Moccasin Gang, whose rite of admis-
sion was the “killing of a nigger.” The members of the gang who com-
mitted this atrocious killing were well known in the community. The 
following year, on February 27, Wharlest Jackson of Natchez was 
killed after being promoted to a “white” job at Armstrong Rubber 
Company. Jackson, the treasurer of the NAACP in Natchez, had been 
offered a job previously reserved for whites. He hesitated to take the 
job because word was out that the Klan would kill any black who 
accepted one of these positions, but Jackson needed the seventeen 
cents an hour raise in order to feed his wife and fi ve children. Jack-
son’s vehicle was blown to smithereens by a time-delayed bomb after 
he punched out at work and climbed into the cab of his pickup truck. 
No one was ever arrested for his murder.

The years rocked merrily along for James Ford Seale. The state 
closed its fi les on the Dee/Moore case. The news media all but aban-
doned any interest in Seale. He had reason to believe that he was 
immune to prosecution.

Seale’s rocky background didn’t keep him from fl ying crop duster 
airplanes all over Louisiana and Mississippi. By the 1970s he’d found 
work as a police offi cer in Vidalia, Louisiana, a small town across the 
Mississippi River from Natchez, serving as a city policeman while 
continuing to dust cotton and ferry people about in his airplane. 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   138devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   138 4/1/09   10:59:46 PM4/1/09   10:59:46 PM



 Charles Moore and Henry Dee 139

For a while Seale lived on Peach Street in Vidalia. On November 
18, 1970, he was involved in a deadly air disaster not far from Vidalia, 
when his airplane collided with another airplane, causing the deaths 
of fi ve people. Somehow Seale survived. Two years later he was pilot-
ing a crop duster that crashed near Vidalia in a soybean fi eld, where 
he suffered a broken wrist, cuts, and bruises. In 1975, Seale arrested 
a former Vidalia city judge for driving while intoxicated, and he was 
convicted largely on the testimony of Seale. By the 1980s, Seale had 
moved back to Franklin County, Mississippi, where he lived in obscu-
rity, most people outside the community thinking that he was prob-
ably dead.

Cold Case Reaches Boiling Point

In July 2004, David Ridgen, a producer with Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation (CBC), a public television and radio network that is simi-
lar to PBS in the United States, was in the CBC viewing room watch-
ing a forty-year-old documentary titled Summer in Mississippi, a fi lm 
about the murders of civil rights workers Schwerner, Goodman, and 
Chaney. He was stopped cold by a sequence showing a body being 
pulled from a river, accompanied by a narration explaining that law 
enforcement offi cials, searching for the three missing civil rights 
workers, had found “the wrong body.” Intrigued by how any body 
pulled from a river could be a “wrong body,” he researched the story 
until he learned that it was the body of Charles Eddie Moore.

Ridgen was no stranger to Mississippi. A graduate of Queens Uni-
versity in Kingston, Ontario, a St. Lawrence River city known for its 
racial tolerance, the award-winning producer had traveled to the state 
in summer 2004 to undertake a documentary, Return to Mississippi, 
about the murders of Schwerner, Goodman, and Chaney. Prior to that 
he’d produced several documentaries, including Canadian Images of 
Vietnam, the fi rst documentary about Canadian involvement in the 
Vietnam War.

Convinced that there was still a story to be told, Ridgen searched 
for a living relative of Moore or Dee, someone around whom he could 
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build a documentary. After almost a year’s search, he found Charles 
Moore’s brother, Thomas, living in Colorado Springs, Colorado, and 
asked if he would be willing to participate in a documentary that 
would involve him returning to Mississippi to confront Meadville resi-
dents about his brother’s murder. What Ridgen didn’t know was that 
Moore had written a letter in 1998 to District Attorney Ronnie Harper 
asking him to look into his brother’s death. Harper agreed to do so, 
attracting some media attention, including an investigative report 
published by the Clarion-Ledger that the murders had taken place on 
federal land, thus opening the door to a possible prosecution by fed-
eral authorities. Nothing ever developed from that, however, and 
Harper lost interest in pursuing the matter after the FBI told him that 
the agency was unwilling to cooperate with him.12 

After that disappointment, Thomas, a U.S. Army veteran who’d 
served in Vietnam, readily agreed to cooperate with the CBC docu-
mentary, thus beginning a journey that would have a profound impact 
on a murder case that had been not only forgotten but also relegated 
to a protected status by Mississippi law enforcement offi cials, state 
and federal prosecutors, the FBI, and the news media.

Prior to going to Mississippi, Ridgen telephoned Donna Ladd, 
editor of the state’s only progressive newspaper, the Jackson Free Press, 
to inquire about the newspaper’s coverage of an upcoming trial in 
which he had an interest because of his fi lm Return to Mississippi.13 
Ladd told him she wasn’t sure how passionate the newspaper would 
be about the Killen trial, since the newspaper wanted to pursue a 
“cold case” murder involving two bodies found in 1964 in the Missis-
sippi River. Ridgen excitedly told her that that was the same story he 
planned to tackle for a new documentary. Would the Jackson Free 
Press be interested in working with him to get the case reopened?

There was only one possible answer—yes. A Mississippi native, 
Ladd had returned to the state in 2001 to start up a newspaper with 
her partner, author Todd Stauffer; this was a major departure from 
her previous job as editor of the Colorado Springs Independent. She 
was passionate about righting the wrongs of the past in her home 
state, so there was no question about her commitment to the project. 
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The more they talked, the more convinced Ridgen became that the 
best angle would be to focus on Ladd and her team’s efforts to fi nd 
enough evidence for prosecutions in the case.

When Ridgen and Moore arrived in Mississippi, they linked up 
with Ladd and Jackson Free Press photographer Kate Medley and 
struck out for Meadville, with no idea where the story would lead 
them. What they found was a town in which whites suggested that 
scratching old wounds would be of benefi t to no one—and blacks who 
didn’t seem especially eager to get involved, for whatever reason. First 
on their list was seeking an interview with Charles Marcus Edwards, 
who was known to still live in Meadville. With the camera rolling and 
Moore scrunched down on the fl oor of the van, Ridgen drove up to 
Edwards’s house and asked him for an interview about his involve-
ment in the murders. Edwards kept his composure, but he fi rmly 
asked Ridgen to leave his property.

At that point their plan was to continue to try to talk to Edwards 
while interviewing other residents to gather material for the documen-
tary. Everything up to that point had pretty much gone as expected. 
It was during a trip to Natchez that they learned something that left 
them breathless. Wrote Ladd: “While in Natchez, we learned . . . that 
the other primary suspect, James Ford Seale, is also still alive and 
lives in Roxie, near the intersection of Highways 84/98 and 33 in a 
Winnebago-type trailer on land believed to belong to his brother.”14

Ridgen and Moore drove to Roxie and stopped at a BP station, 
where Moore engaged a black man in a conversation that produced 
dramatic results. To their surprise the man pointed off into the dis-
tance, identifying the trailer where Seale lived. They got back onto 
the highway and drove a short distance and then pulled over and spot-
ted Seale helping his wife unload items from their car. Moore yelled 
out to him from a safe distance that he wanted to talk to him, but 
Seale ignored him and went into his house. They debated driving up 
to his house, as they had done with Edwards, but decided that 
approach was too risky.

Instead they continued to delicately stalk Edwards, fi nally catch-
ing him walking with his wife from his car toward a church in which 
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he served as a deacon. This time Moore got out of the van and 
approached Edwards with an envelope that contained FBI reports 
mentioning Edwards’s involvement in the murders. Not far away was 
Ridgen, wearing sunglasses with a hidden camera attached. Unaware 
that he was being photographed, Edwards took the envelope, almost 
as a refl ex response, and then handed it back to Moore. Standing only 
a few feet from one of his brother’s suspected killers, Moore calmly 
offered the envelope once again, stating the importance of the mate-
rial inside. This time Edwards took the envelope and went into the 
church, but not before stating emphatically that he had nothing to do 
with the murder of Charles Moore.

Encouraged by the revelations about Seale’s whereabouts, they 
telephoned U.S. Attorney Dunn Lampton and asked about the status 
of the case. Lampton admitted that he knew nothing about the case, 
but he set up an appointment for Moore to meet with him. Once he 
got off the telephone, Lampton called FBI headquarters in Washing-
ton for a briefi ng on the case. By the time their meeting took place, 
Lampton had gathered enough information about the case to assure 
Moore that it would be reopened for investigation.

During their meeting, which was captured on fi lm, Lampton’s 
interest increased dramatically once he learned that Thomas Moore 
and he had served in the same army brigade in Vietnam. Although 
they’d never met, it was a bond that gave added emotional appeal to 
Moore’s search for justice. After the meeting Moore told Ladd, “He 
respected my rank as a command sergeant major. He knows the 
authority and power my commission invested in me. It’s kind of like 
old soldiers taking care of each other. He’s a fi ne gentleman.”15 

One week after Moore’s meeting with Lampton, Ladd published 
a story in the Jackson Free Press that told about Moore’s return to Mis-
sissippi and the dramatic discovery that James Ford Seale was still 
alive. The fi rst notable response from Meadville came from Mary Lou 
Webb, editor of the Franklin Advocate, who wrote an editorial attack-
ing the reopening of the case. “The editor sees no new evidence—no 
reason—to put a new generation through painful memories.” Incred-
ibly, information surfaced from the Sovereignty Commission fi les 
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revealing that Webb’s late husband, David Webb, was publicity direc-
tor for Americans for the Preservation of the White Race in 1964 
while serving as editor of the newspaper.16 Webb’s outing as a leader 
in a racist organization whose stated purpose was “to unite and orga-
nize the white man” offered yet another example of the twisted priori-
ties of the Mississippi news media. 

But times change, and new hope rises from the ashes. As a result 
of the media performing their historical watchdog role, under the 
guidance of Donna Ladd and David Ridgen, on January 24, 2007, the 
federal government fi led an indictment against James Ford Seale 
relating to the murders of Dee and Moore, some forty-two years, eight 
months, and twenty-two days after the brutal murders. The indict-
ment charged Seale with two counts of kidnapping and one count of 
conspiracy. On January 25, 2007, Seale, dressed in prison orange and 
bound in shackles, appeared before United States magistrate Linda 
Anderson and pleaded not guilty. Anderson denied bond, stating, 
“Neither the weight of the crime nor its circumstances have been 
diminished by the passage of time.”
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PART II

Complete Breakdown
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Mississippi’s Legal Jungle

For many Mississippians the question was not “Have you have taken 
your children to church this week?” but rather “Have you bombed a 
church this week?” In 1964 more than fi fty black churches were 
burned or bombed in Mississippi. That year in McComb every black 
church was burned or bombed, earning Pike County’s principal city 
the title of “Bombing Capital of the World.”

It is safe to say that none of those cases, if prosecuted at all, was 
heard before a black juror. Segregation was the fi lter through which 
justice was dispensed. The judge, bailiff, stenographer, clerk, and, of 
course, jury were all white. Even in capital cases, when an African 
American’s very life was in peril, there was no “jury of his peers.” If 
he looked at the jury, he’d see twelve white men, often eager to impose 
the death penalty.

Blacks did appear on juries to some extent during Reconstruction, 
but that ended with the Constitution of 1890, which provided that all 
potential jurors must be “qualifi ed electors”—that is, the juror must 
be able to read and properly interpret any portion of the Mississippi 
Constitution and prove by receipts that he’d paid poll taxes for the 
past two years.1 In 1896 the Mississippi legislature further restricted 
jury service to qualifi ed electors of “sound judgment and fi ne charac-
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ter.” That subjective requirement provided white offi cials with the 
means to ban all blacks from jury service.

That scheme to prevent blacks from serving on juries was dealt a 
blow in 1947, when the U.S. Supreme Court handed down its decision 
in Patton v. Mississippi.2 Eddie Patton, a black man, had been indicted 
in Lauderdale County by an all-white grand jury on a charge of mur-
der and was promptly convicted by an all-white petit jury and sen-
tenced to death by electrocution. Lauderdale County had a population 
that was 35 percent black, but it had not had a black juror for more 
than thirty years. On appeal, the Mississippi Supreme Court said that 
was perfectly all right, and although it acknowledged that these num-
bers were correct, it found there was not an arbitrary, systematic 
exclusion of African Americans.3 The Mississippi Supreme Court, 
with a straight face, made the same argument that was made back 
when the constitution was enacted in 1890: that on its face there was 
no discrimination against African Americans, since all qualifi ed elec-
tors could serve. The catch here was that the legislation was rigged so 
it was almost impossible for a black to be a so-called qualifi ed elector, 
thus disqualifying him from becoming a juror.

After looking at the population fi gures of Lauderdale County, the 
Mississippi Supreme Court, with gallows logic, reasoned that the ratio 
of white to black “qualifi ed electors” in Lauderdale County was 400 
to 1, so there was only a chance of 1 in 400 that an African American 
would appear on a venire of one hundred jurors. The Mississippi 
Court then reasoned that if the sheriff had brought in an African 
American, he would have had to discriminate against white jurors, not 
against African Americans, for how could he be expected to bring in 
“one-fourth of one Negro”? 

The NAACP fi nanced an appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court that 
scolded the Mississippi Court by reminding it that “sixty-seven years 
ago this Court held that state exclusion of Negroes from grand and 
petit juries solely because of their race denied Negro defendants in 
criminal cases the equal protection of the laws required by the Four-
teenth Amendment.” On the uncontradicted proof that for thirty years 
or more no African American had served, the State of Mississippi was 
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compelled to show that there was no purposeful discrimination. 
Accordingly, the U.S. Supreme Court in 1947 reversed the decision. 
But it took more than scolding by the Supreme Court to stop the jury 
system in Mississippi from remaining all white. 

For the next twenty years Mississippi courts still got around this 
ruling by upholding convictions whenever local authorities merely 
denied discrimination. In 1957 an African American by the name of 
J. C. Cameron was indicted for rape in Lincoln County, where no 
blacks had served on juries for more than thirty years.4 A local lawyer, 
Emmette P. Allen, was appointed to defend the accused. Allen vigor-
ously defended him, moving to quash the indictment by reason of the 
“systematic intentional and invariable practice . . . to exclude Negroes 
from jury lists, jury boxes and jury service.”5

All members of the board of supervisors testifi ed that the jury list 
had been made up solely on the basis of the qualifi cations for jury 
service and not on the basis of race. The Mississippi Supreme Court 
held that the motion to quash was fi led late and the trial judge was 
warranted in “accepting as true the testimony offered by the state” to 
show that there was no discrimination in the names submitted for 
jury service. It was not until 1965 that the Mississippi Supreme Court 
fi nally instructed the lower courts that this would no longer work and 
“token summoning of Negroes for jury service does not comply with 
equal protection.”6 But even these rulings of the U.S. Supreme Court 
and the Mississippi Supreme Court did little to change the complex-
ion of the jury panels. The judicial system continued to purposely 
exclude blacks. The new tool used by lawyers was peremptory chal-
lenges, allotted in both civil and criminal cases. 

An explanation may be in order. A party to a suit may challenge 
as many jurors as desired “for cause,” that is, if there is a suffi ciently 
close relationship to one of the parties that could cause the juror not 
to be fair and impartial, such as kinship. In the other pocket, the 
lawyer has a magic wand that allows him or her to dismiss any juror 
for any reason, by means of a peremptory challenge. This tool, to 
ensure a fair and impartial trial, has been around for lawyers for many 
centuries; however, there is some limitation in Mississippi on the 
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number of these strikes. For example, in a capital case, the parties are 
limited to twelve peremptory strikes; but in ordinary felony cases, the 
number is six. Historically, the lawyer could dismiss any juror for any 
reason as long as it was related to the lawyer’s view concerning the 
outcome of the case. In 1986, however, the U.S. Supreme Court lim-
ited this practice by holding that racially discriminatory use of peremp-
tory challenges violates the Equal Protection Clause of the 
Constitution. 

In the celebrated case of Batson v. Kentucky, an African American 
man was indicted on charges of second-degree burglary and receipt 
of stolen goods.7 After a number of jurors were excused “for cause,” 
the prosecutor then used his peremptory challenges to strike all four 
black persons on the trial panel, thus leaving an all-white jury for the 
trial. The U.S. Supreme Court addressed this issue directly in Batson, 
and held that a lawyer ordinarily is entitled to exercise peremptory 
challenges for any reason, as long as that reason is related to his or her 
view concerning the outcome of the case, but the Equal Protection 
Clause of the Constitution forbids lawyers to challenge potential 
jurors solely on account of their race.

Mississippi courts fell in line with Batson, requiring the prosecu-
tion to provide nonracial reasons for using its peremptory strikes to 
remove blacks from a jury panel if: the defendant is a member of a 
cognizable racial group; the prosecution exercised a peremptory chal-
lenge to remove a member of the defendant’s race; and these facts and 
others raise an inference that the prosecution used this practice to 
exclude blacks.8 

It took Mississippi a long and laborious time to get to the point of 
actually allowing women to serve on juries. As late as 1968, Missis-
sippi still barred women from jury service, as journalist Bill Minor 
reminds us. The Senate was debating a bill on the juror statutes to 
change them in some insignifi cant way, but whatever change they had 
in mind would in no way alter the fact that only male citizens were 
eligible to serve. Unobtrusively, a female senator, Jean Muirhead, 
stood up and quickly walked to the clerk’s desk and handed the clerk 
a handwritten amendment, according to Minor. All the amendment 
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did was strike the word male in the fi rst line of the bill, which had 
previously read that “all male citizens over the age of 21” were entitled 
to serve as qualifi ed jurors. Before members knew what had hap-
pened, the Senate had adopted the amendment. When some of the 
mossbacks realized that women now could serve, they almost exploded. 
It was too late—the motion for reconsideration failed, and the momen-
tum swept through the House. There were no more impediments to 
women serving on juries. Wrote Minor: “Although she [Muirhead] 
was a hero, certainly to many, she was defeated for reelection. Yes, by 
a male who, incidentally, was barely literate.”

Mississippi was also slow to grant women voting rights. The Nine-
teenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution provided that citizens 
may not be denied the right to vote on account of sex. The amend-
ment, which became law when it was ratifi ed by three-fourths of the 
states in 1920, caused a serious uproar in Mississippi, and it was not 
until 1984 that the amendment was fi nally ratifi ed by the state. 
Women could vote prior to that, of course, but it was still the state’s 
position that it was opposed to women voting, and it displayed that 
opposition by refusing to ratify the amendment.

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
As if the previous horrifi c confrontation on the campus of Ole Miss and the 

arbitrary killings and shootings were not enough, 1964 was getting really hot. 

I joined Wells, Thomas & Wells, at that time the largest and perhaps the most 

prestigious law fi rm in the state. 

The conspiracy of Mississippi lawyers and judges to keep blacks off the 

jury knew no limits and continued well into the late 1960s. I recall in Hinds 

County going to circuit court to try cases and the judge, or more often the 

opposing lawyer, would ask, “Alex, you, of course, will follow the rule that we 

will knock off the jigs that may appear and that it will not count against your 

peremptory strikes.” Although I was not familiar with this so-called common 

law rule, I did go along with it and can attest to its enforcement well into the 

late 1960s. If a potential black juror happened to sneak through the legalistic 

maze carefully constructed to restrict him from even showing up on the venire, 
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he was summarily dismissed through another layer of legal chicanery that 

lasted until the beginning of the next decade.

One of my fi rst assignments at Wells, Thomas & Wells was to study the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 so we could advise clients on how to avoid its provi-

sions. Sometimes it is diffi cult for nonlawyers to understand how lawyers can 

represent killers, rapists, and other nefarious characters, but part of being a 

lawyer is accepting that everyone is entitled to legal representation. So it was 

with the Mississippi businesses that hired legal guns to fi nd loopholes in civil 

rights legislation. Title II of the act was especially onerous to some of our cli-

ents in the restaurant business, since it required any place of public accom-

modation to fully serve, without discrimination or segregation, all persons 

without, as the act stated, regard to “race, color, religious, or national 

origin.” 

This was unthinkable. The color line dictated that whites just could not sit 

down in the same restaurant where a black also was seated, and it would be 

a sacrilege for a white to eat with a black. Of course, it was all right for a white 

to stand with blacks. Whites have always stood with blacks at the grocery 

store or the bank, walked together in the department stores, and stood at the 

same drugstore counters. It is only “when the Negro ‘sets’ that the fur begins 

to fl y,” as Harry Golden, a Jewish newspaper reporter in the 1940s who spoke 

out against racial segregation, facetiously put it. We actually thought this just 

might be a good idea and considered installing stand-up tables or providing 

some other type of mechanical device to hold the food while eating without 

the opportunity to sit. This innovative “vertical black” idea was considered 

but rejected.

As lawyers we looked for loopholes, and the one we found was private 

clubs. Private clubs could be exempted. Why not turn our client, the Belmont 

Café, the site of our fi rst morning ritual, into a private club? The Belmont was 

located adjacent to the bottom fl oor of the Lamar Life Building, a particularly 

handsome building, built around 1924, in which our offi ces were located on 

several fl oors. At that time it was Jackson’s only bona fi de skyscraper, the 

architecture being a pleasing combination of distinctive lines and a crenel-

lated clock tower. The building resembled a scaled-down version of the Wool-

worth Building in New York City.
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In order to convert the Belmont Café to a private club, I drew up the 

bylaws, charter, membership certifi cates, and cards (preventing transfer) and 

installed a one-way mirror for the entry guard. The Belmont Café was changed 

overnight into the Belmont Club. This worked okay for a couple of months until 

the owners, Mr. and Mrs. Sylvester, had to turn down busloads of hungry 

customers because of my fi rm rule that customers could not be admitted with-

out proper membership cards. Not long after that, the Belmont Club closed its 

doors, another casualty of Mississippi’s fi ght to preserve segregation. 

Even as late as 1965, as a young lawyer in Jackson, I was admonished by 

circuit court judge M. M. McGowen for using a courtesy title in addressing a 

black witness. At a break in the trial, he told me that only “nigger lovers” or 

“civil rights agitators” used courtesy titles in his court. On another occasion, 

I appeared before Judge Leon Hendrick representing a gracious black woman, 

Ester Mikell Hill, in a wrongful death action in which her son was killed by 

falling off a defective scaffold. After a hard-fought trial, the all-white jury 

awarded Mrs. Hill fi fty thousand dollars, a very tidy sum in 1965 for the death 

of a young black man. When the verdict was returned in open court, she was 

overcome with joy and excitement. She ran over to me, picked me up, and, 

with tears running down her face, kissed me on the cheek.

Needless to say, that caused quite a scene in the courtroom.

Traditionally, all the lawyers and court personnel gathered around Judge 

Hendrick’s dais before a case was called. After the incident with Mrs. Hill, 

whenever I was present in his court, Judge Hendrick, without exception, would 

address me in his deep, gruff voice, “Alex, those niggers still picking you up 

and kissing you in public?” to the shrieks of laughter from the surrounding 

crowd of lawyers and their assistants. 

Mississippi’s Lynch Law

The Mississippi Supreme Court’s disgusting reference to the sheriff 
hauling “one-fourth of one Negro” to court could very well have been 
literally possible. Although the number of lynching victims in Missis-
sippi had decreased somewhat since the Depression years, from 1930 
to 1939 there were fi fty reported black lynchings in Mississippi.9 
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Mutilation was commonplace in the fi rst half of the twentieth cen-
tury, where the lynchers and spectators gathered souvenirs—body 
parts from the lynched person—to display as curiosities in service 
stations and general stores or to use as personal items, such as watch 
fobs.10

Lynch law was supported by the press, which seemed to take 
pleasure in reporting all the grisly details. Any Mississippi politician 
who proposed a modest restriction on lynching was severely punished 
at the polls. More than two hundred antilynching bills were intro-
duced in the United States Congress in the fi rst part of the twentieth 
century, including bills supported by Senator Hubert Humphrey and 
President Harry Truman; all were blocked by Southern senators. 

Although no antilynching bill was ever passed, fi nally, on June 14, 
2005, the U.S. Senate passed a resolution apologizing for not enacting 
antilynching legislation. Nearly 150 years after the end of the civil 
war, and forty-one years after the passage of the Civil Rights Act, 
eighty-fi ve members of the Senate apologized. Fifteen members—all 
Republicans, including Mississippi’s Trent Lott—did not.

Of course, lynching was the South’s ultimate form of social con-
trol. Reports tabulate nearly six hundred lynchings in Mississippi 
between 1880 and 1940. Many of the trials of black defendants were 
not much better than a lynching. Rapid indictments and trials were 
arranged. Usually inadequately represented by counsel, the defen-
dants were quickly sentenced to death after an all-white jury imposed 
the guilty verdict. The speed of these convictions was mind-boggling. 
Even when a black defendant pleaded not guilty, many proceedings 
took less than one hour, and cases of only four to six hours were 
common.11 

Lynchings were often publicly acclaimed and favorably announced 
by the press. In some cases the date of the lynching was advertised in 
advance, and special trains were engaged to transport large crowds for 
these celebrated acts of racial violence, with many putting on their 
“Sunday best” for these spectacles. 
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Alex A. Alston Jr.:
The unyielding battle to preserve segregation spawned some fascinating liti-

gation. Another case in which my fi rm was deeply involved was the case 

brought by former general Edwin Walker against the Associated Press con-

cerning the James Meredith debacle at Ole Miss. In this suit General Walker, 

who was once relieved of command for suggesting that President Truman was 

a Communist, claimed he was defamed by an AP article stating that he had 

“led a charge of students against federal marshals” and that he had “assumed 

control of the crowd.”

My senior partner, Earl T. Thomas, vigorously represented the AP as lead 

trial lawyer. Libel suits were rampant in 1964, the Kluckers (as Klansmen were 

sometimes called) and their ilk knowing that jurors hated the national media 

and would award any amount in damages if the case was allowed to go to the 

jury. General Walker had long espoused right-wing propaganda. He publicly 

stated that he was standing beside Governor Ross Barnett to protect segrega-

tion and to do everything possible to prevent the enrollment of Meredith. He 

considered Meredith’s entry into the University of Mississippi a disgrace to 

the nation, part of a conspiracy by the anti-Christ conspirators on the Supreme 

Court.

The lawsuit was fi led in Fort Worth, Texas, and members of my fi rm were 

dispatched to Ole Miss to fi nd students who could testify that they had seen 

General Walker lead a charge against the marshals and assume control of the 

crowd. Sure enough, a number of male students had witnessed that very thing 

and were asked to travel to Fort Worth for the trial. My partners, Bob Gillespie 

and Jack Brand, gathered this rather rowdy crowd together and took them to 

Fort Worth. It was diffi cult enough getting this rambunctious group to Fort 

Worth, but keeping these young students together to be available to be called 

as witnesses at any moment was a real problem. Some wanted to go home, 

others wanted to get out of the hotel and party, and still others wanted to get 

to Dallas and Houston. There was also a problem that if they got out of the 

hotel, agents of General Walker would get to them, discourage them from 

testifying, and send them home or to some other place, making them unavail-

able to testify. 
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Earl Thomas ordered that these witnesses stay in the hotel but with permis-

sion to enjoy all the amenities there. My partners entertained them, offering 

them all the liquor they could drink, “girly magazines,” evening trips to strip 

joints and the like, and this worked fairly well. Later, after the trial was over, one 

of the notorious student witnesses, Travis Buckley, presented a bill for his 

expenses that would choke a cow. The bill included not only enormous charges 

from the hotel bar but also ridiculous charges for fl imsy negligees he had pur-

chased in the hotel store for a number of girlfriends. When confronted with this 

preposterous bill, Buckley simply stated that Mr. Thomas had told him he could 

have anything he wanted as long as he stayed in the hotel. The Associated 

Press paid the bill, and Travis “Cannonball” Buckley ultimately became a cele-

brated lawyer for the Ku Klux Klan, his most famous case being the defense of 

Klan imperial wizard Sam Bowers in the 1966 murder of Vernon Dahmer, the 

trial taking place some thirty-two years later in 1998. Justice was fi nally ren-

dered for Bowers’s culpability in the murder, and he received a life sentence. 

As expected, the jury’s hatred for the national media manifested itself in 

a verdict in favor of General Walker—in the sum of $800,000. The Associated 

Press promptly appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, which rendered its his-

toric opinion on June 12, 1967, overturning the verdict of the jury and extend-

ing the requirement of a fi nding of actual malice on all “public fi gures.”12 The 

Court had previously held, in New York Times v. Sullivan, that this standard 

was required for all “public offi cials,” but now, to the jubilation of all media, 

the same standard was required for “public fi gures.”

Mississippi Outlaws Waterboarding

Forcing confessions in Mississippi was not uncommon. In 1928 a 
black man named Hines Loftin was seized one night in Smith County, 
a rope hung around his neck and his hands tied behind his back. He 
was pushed before a mob of several dozen people, some of them with 
guns, who demanded he confess to a murder. Loftin fi nally confessed, 
but there was no lynching, since he was promptly brought to court 
and the confession was entered into evidence. A jury quickly found 
Loftin guilty, and he was sentenced to be hanged.13 
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At the other end of the state, in DeSoto County, Oscar Perkins, 
a black man, was arrested for the alleged murder of a white store 
owner. On the way from his place of arrest to the jail, he was hanged 
by his neck from a tree and a fi re was built under him to make him 
confess. After getting to the jail, authorities laid Perkins on a bed 
and measured him for a coffi n with a string after hitting him with 
a pistol. Perkins was convicted, the court fi nding the confession 
freely and voluntarily given, and he was sentenced to be hanged.

To obtain confessions, although whippings and beatings were com-
mon, a special technique, known as the “water cure” was “a species of 
torture well known to the bench and bar of the country.”14 With the 
defendant tied or held securely down, water was poured from a dipper 
into the nose of the accused to strangle him, thus causing pain and 
horror for the purpose of forcing a confession.15 In one case in Sun-
fl ower County, an eighteen-year-old African American was accused of 
stealing jewelry from a store and murdering the shopkeeper. He was 
taken to a store, placed in front of the deceased victim with his hands 
tied behind him, and made to lie on the fl oor on his back while some 
of the white mob stood on his feet and a very heavy man stood on him, 
with one foot on his chest and his other foot on his neck. While in that 
position, the water cure was administered to force a confession. It was 
successful, but the posse later found out that the information given to 
them about the whereabouts of the stolen jewelry was entirely wrong; 
the confession had been blurted out by the accused only in order to stop 
further torture.16 It is an amazing torture device that has a phenomenal 
success rate of 100 percent in obtaining confessions. 

In the 1920s the Mississippi Supreme Court made it clear that 
the water cure was torture and that confessions made as a result were 
inadmissible. No one would accuse the Mississippi court during this 
time of being “liberal,” or bent on coddling criminals. It is ironic that 
during the war in Iraq, some eight decades later, the U.S. government 
was especially fond of this method—calling it “waterboarding”—as 
an acceptable means of extracting confessions or other information 
from those deemed a threat to our security. Shortly after taking offi ce 
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in 2009, President Barack Obama put an end to interrogation tech-
niques such as waterboarding, saying, “America doesn’t torture.”

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
In my fi rst year out of law school, I was sent to Philadelphia, Mississippi, to 

defend Time, Inc., the publisher of Life magazine. The town had become noto-

rious for the brutal 1964 murders of civil rights activists Andrew Goodman, 

James Chaney, and Michael Schwerner. It was a hotbed of Klan activity, and 

anyone representing the media was despicable in the eyes of local residents. 

It was not a pleasant experience to walk up those courthouse steps, trying to 

dodge the volleys of spit and listening to the screams of “nigger lover” and 

“Communist” from the rowdy crowd.

The genesis of this dispute arose from an article in Life magazine showing 

photographs of law enforcement offi cers looking for the bodies of the three 

activists. Another photograph showed nine young men, including the plaintiff 

in this action, Charles Breckenridge, standing on a bridge above a swamp, 

laughing and jeering. Part of the caption stated, “They guffawed when one 

hooted, ‘We throw two or three niggers in every year, to feed the fi sh.’” 

Breckenridge, taking offense at this article and photograph, fi led a libel 

action against Time, Inc.17 The local Mississippi circuit court judge for this 

district, Judge O. H. Barnett, cousin to Ross Barnett, had a reputation as an 

ardent segregationist whose grand juror charges sounded as if they were writ-

ten by the imperial wizard of the Klan.

Sheriff Lawrence Rainey, a known Klan member who later was charged 

with having a leading role in the abduction of Goodman, Chaney, and 

Schwer ner and who eventually was convicted in federal court for violating the 

civil rights of the victims, was praised by Judge Barnett as “the most coura-

geous man in America.”18

Philadelphia was swarming with reporters and FBI agents desperately 

searching for these three missing civil rights workers. Sheriff Rainey was criti-

cal of these meddling outsiders, and the locals were becoming more hostile, 

especially toward the national media. We knew that Time, Inc., must do every-

thing possible to keep this lawsuit from being decided by a local jury. Although 

the photograph and reporting were surely true, the outcome in favor of the 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   158devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   158 4/1/09   10:59:49 PM4/1/09   10:59:49 PM



 Mississippi’s Legal Jungle 159

plaintiff (the poor, local, barefoot boy on the bridge talking about throwing 

“niggers in to feed the fi sh”) was a foregone conclusion.

After numerous conferences with our New York cocounsel, the decision 

was made to move to dismiss the action on the grounds that the local Neshoba 

County Circuit Court did not have jurisdiction because Time, Inc., was not 

“doing business” in the state of Mississippi. Some explanation may be due 

here. You see, a court cannot proceed with a case unless it has what lawyers 

call in personam jurisdiction, that is, personal jurisdiction over the defendant. 

In other words a resident of Neshoba County could not haul off and sue a resi-

dent of the state of Maine unless that resident of Maine was caught in Missis-

sippi, committed a tort in Mississippi, entered into a contract in Mississippi, 

or was otherwise “doing business” in Mississippi. This not only is the law but 

also is fair and equitable, requiring a plaintiff to sue a defendant where the 

defendant is located and “can be found,” and not requiring a defendant to 

come all the way to another state and present his or her defense before 

strangers.

But what about Time and Life magazines? Surely they pierced the “cotton 

curtain” and were read by citizens across the state of Mississippi. For all of 

these reasons we approached the court with some trepidation, fi rst to get past 

the mob on the courthouse steps whose hostility to anyone representing the 

media was vicious, and second to approach the hostility of the infamous seg-

regationist, Judge Barnett.

Amazingly, the arguments were proceeding fairly smoothly until the one 

witness we had from New York, John R. Hallenbeck, a vice president of Time, 

Inc., who was sent down to testify on the issue of whether Time was doing 

business in Mississippi, was served with a subpoena in open court by Laurel 

G. Weir, the plaintiff’s wily Philadelphia attorney. Weir logically argued to the 

court that even if the court believed that Time, Inc., was not “doing business” 

in Mississippi, Time was now “caught” in Mississippi since it had been served 

with process there and, therefore, was subject to the jurisdiction of the court 

under the law. I was devastated. Time had been “caught” in Mississippi by my 

advice to bring a vice president down.

In my despondency, I was saved by my brilliant partner, Earl Thomas, who 

immediately cited the Mississippi case of Arnett v. Carol C. and Fred R. Smith, 

Inc. to Judge Barnett, this case having established that a witness in atten-
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dance in a court outside his own jurisdiction is immune from being served 

subpoenas while testifying in that court as a witness. Judge Barnett could not 

get around that controlling authority, quashed the service of process, and 

held that the attempted service was invalid. Then, immediately after the hear-

ing, and to the surprise of everyone, Judge Barnett dismissed the case, sus-

taining our motion. The case was immediately appealed to the Mississippi 

Supreme Court, where it was affi rmed on November 1, 1965.19

For some inexplicable reason, during these hellacious days, both state 

and federal courts in Mississippi went a long way in protecting the media from 

monstrous damage suits by requiring heightened sensitivity to the First 

Amendment. 

White Women, Black Men

In the fi rst sixty years of the twentieth century, racial lines grew 
tighter as the Mississippi courts and legislature continued to restrict 
African Americans in order to ensure complete segregation. The Mis-
sissippi Constitution of 1890 already prohibited the marriage of a 
white person “with a Negro or mulatto or person who has one-eighth 
or more of Negro blood.” In 1906 the prohibition was expanded to 
include “Asians or persons with one-eighth ‘Mongolian’ blood” and 
made it a crime for anyone to print or circulate written material pro-
moting the acceptance of interracial marriage. 

By 1930 interracial marriage had been declared a felony. The poli-
ticians did everything possible to incite passions against interracial 
relationships. The “unthinkable” horror of a white woman having sex 
with a black man justifi ed the most barbarous forms of violence and 
made the injunction against “amalgamation” the fi rst law of white 
supremacy. Young black men were taught early on not to smile or even 
look at a white woman. The slightest breach of this uncompromising 
code could never go unpunished.

Of course, the “unthinkable” can happen, and it did happen in 
1930 in Kemper County, where a married white couple named Frank 
and Luella Williamson lived about three-quarters of a mile from the 
Lauderdale County line in Kemper County. He farmed and she stayed 
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home, taking care of the house, their three precious children, and her 
chickens. In late 1930 Luella gave birth to a fourth child, a healthy 
baby boy who was given the auspicious name of James Walton 
Williamson. 

Right from the beginning, it was obvious that something was ter-
ribly wrong. The baby’s complexion was not black but was overly dark. 
The entire area was excited by the birth. The local doctor came by 
with a committee of citizens and told Luella that the baby had to be 
“put over” and that it would be impossible for the baby to stay in the 
home with her three white children. The local committee visited 
Luella’s husband, Frank, who courageously defended his wife. Luella’s 
parents had serious problems over the possible race of their grandson 
and informed Luella that there was talk all over the county about the 
baby. Luella’s father was convinced the baby was black.

An African American man, Ervin Pruitt, who lived about two 
miles from the Williamsons, had worked for Frank for about a month. 
Pruitt had been seen going into the house once. On another occasion 
a neighbor had come to the Williamson home to buy “homebrew” and 
saw Pruitt on the front porch with Luella and her children. The neigh-
bor, when leaving, expressed some doubt about leaving Luella with 
Pruitt in the absence of her husband, but Luella convinced her it was 
okay because Pruitt had just stopped by so she could show him some 
chickens he was going to buy.

The entire neighborhood was becoming more excited, and there 
was serious talk of mob action against Pruitt, who already had been 
threatened for “having this baby by a white lady.” In late February 
1931 the baby boy became seriously ill. While Luella’s mother and 
father were talking with Frank outside, they heard Luella scream. 
They rushed back into the house and found the baby suffering 
intensely with his mouth, tongue, throat, and lips badly burned. The 
baby died while on the way to the hospital in Meridian, about forty 
miles away. The authorities were convinced the baby had been poi-
soned but couldn’t fi gure out exactly what to do. They came up with 
the idea of arresting both Frank Williamson and Ervin Pruitt on a 
charge of petit larceny in the theft of some cottonseed. Luella also 
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was placed in jail at the same time. A short time later Frank was 
released, but Pruitt was indicted for the murder of Luella’s baby and 
placed on trial in the Circuit Court of Lauderdale County, 
Mississippi.20 

Pruitt was brought into the courtroom in shackles, but even with 
his head down, he was still able to glance over to see the twelve stolid 
white men selected to determine his fate. The state put on evidence 
that the baby was poisoned, and then the courtroom went silent as 
Luella Williamson walked to the witness chair as the prosecution’s star 
witness. She showed no hesitation in pointing her fi nger directly at 
Pruitt and testifying that Pruitt was the father of her mulatto baby boy. 
Luella further testifi ed that the day her father and mother were at her 
home, Pruitt came into her house, threatened her with a gun, and told 
her he would kill her and her family if she didn’t give the stuff he 
handed her in a blue wrapper to the baby. Luella said the substance was 
a white powder that Pruitt had told her was strychnine. The prosecutor 
claimed that Pruitt was making eyes at her while she was testifying.21 
Pruitt did not testify, his attorney knowing that in circumstances of this 
kind it is utterly futile and perhaps fatal for a black man to testify in 
contradiction to the testimony of a white woman. 

After hearing the evidence, the jury found Ervin Pruitt guilty, and 
the court sentenced him to be hanged. The case was appealed to the 
Mississippi Supreme Court, where the verdict was affi rmed. The 
court summarily denied each of the trial errors argued by Pruitt’s 
attorney. First, the court said no expert was needed to tell whether a 
baby had a mixture of black blood and that any layman in Mississippi 
is competent to so testify. Next, the court said that Luella’s testimony 
as an accomplice was proper to incriminate Pruitt and that the testi-
mony was not so unreasonable and improbable as to make the jury 
verdict a palpable miscarriage of justice.

The court refused to take race into consideration, the defense 
arguing that since Pruitt was a black man and Luella was a white 
woman, Pruitt was actually convicted not of murder but rather of the 
abominable crime of “miscegenation.” In justifying its opinion the 
Mississippi Supreme Court accused Pruitt of being the “mastermind” 
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and said that Luella had been “subjected to his lecherous embraces” 
and “had gone the limits of degradation with him.” The court thought 
it important, in fi nding credibility in Luella’s testimony, that she con-
fessed to not only “infi delity to her husband” but also “infi delity to her 
race.” Finding no error, the court set April 15, 1932, as the date for 
Pruitt’s execution.

Two justices dissented, stating that the conviction was based 
solely on the testimony of an accomplice, Luella, and that her testi-
mony was “so unreasonable and improbable (as) to be unbelievable.” 
Pruitt was hanged as ordered. 

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
All of this is not to say that there were no courageous lawyers in Mississippi 

during those apartheid days. I recall that shortly after I became a lawyer, I was 

working with my senior partner, Earl T. Thomas, who that year happened to be 

president of the Mississippi Bar. He was getting pressure from lawyers and 

bar associations across the United States for the dismal failure of the Missis-

sippi lawyers to represent and protect blacks in their constitutional rights. 

Thomas had seen and heard enough. He called together the nineteen 

commissioners of the bar, kept them in session all day, and impressed upon 

them that the attorneys of this state through the Mississippi bar must provide 

criminal defendants with lawyers and that the defendants must be repre-

sented zealously to the full extent of the law “regardless of higher or lower 

state, whether rich or poor, resident or nonresident, or any race, color, creed 

or national origin.”22 

To that end the Mississippi bar, under the leadership of Earl Thomas, 

passed a resolution dated July 15, 1964, recognizing the duty of all members 

of the Mississippi bar to be faithful to their duties and oath and to represent 

all persons regardless of race and provide a fair and impartial trial with com-

petent counsel. The action of the bar met with mixed success, but some were 

relieved to see that at least the bar of the State of Mississippi recognized its 

responsibilities. Thomas was criticized by the local media and on several 

occasions was called a “pinko Communist” for merely reminding the Missis-

sippi attorneys of their obligations as lawyers.
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The barbarous manner in which blacks were treated in the Mississippi 

courts until well into the twentieth century is shocking and disgusting. Where 

were the Atticus Finches? Atticus Finch was the fi ctional character in Harper 

Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird who during this same period in history zeal-

ously represented a one-armed black man charged with the rape of a white 

woman. Against massive white hostility, Finch not only represented his defen-

dant to the fullest extent of the law but also held back an unruly mob that was 

making every effort to lynch the defendant. Unfortunately such heroes were 

few and far between. 

There were almost no black lawyers. Even when appointed to represent 

an indigent black, white lawyers risked retribution and social ostracism. 

Michael de L. Landon, in his 1979 history of the Mississippi bar, wrote that 

there were only three black attorneys residing in the state in the early sixties. 

He recognized that “Mississippi attorneys who took on ‘outside agitators’ or 

‘uppity’ blacks as clients were apt to come under intolerable pressure from 

their friends, neighbors, and other clients. In the late 1950s and 1960s, many 

of the lawyers of this state were members of the Citizens Council.”23 Unfortu-

nately many attorneys were actually sympathetic to the terrorist Klan 

organizations.

To fi ll a void of attorneys needed to represent black defendants and civil 

rights workers, various organizations were formed and established offi ces in 

Jackson, including the Lawyers’ Constitutional Defense Committee, the Law-

yers Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, and the NAACP. The NAACP’s Legal 

Defense Fund and brave lawyers from across the United States rallied to this 

need. The need was exacerbated in the 1960s by the voter registration drives 

and the brutal and often violent resistance of local authorities.

Getting local white lawyers to buck the hostility of the local citizenry to 

assist these groups was almost impossible. Even if a local lawyer could be 

obtained, frequently that lawyer could not be relied upon to raise all pertinent 

constitutional defenses. I recall the local hostility to these out-of-state attor-

neys, often called “nigger lovers,” “pinko Communists,” or “outside 

agitators.”

One must admit that the conduct of the lawyers in Mississippi in protect-

ing the rights of African Americans caught in the throes of the law is dismal. 

Their failure to fi le motions to protect the constitutional rights of their defen-

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   164devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   164 4/1/09   10:59:49 PM4/1/09   10:59:49 PM



 Mississippi’s Legal Jungle 165

dants is abysmal. But that problem pales with the problem of getting an attor-

ney in the fi rst place. The Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals noted that those white 

lawyers in Mississippi who would represent blacks in cases opposing whites, 

especially in murder or rape cases, must be “courageous and unselfi sh” and 

that even to raise such a constitutional issue as “exclusion of Negroes from 

juries,” Mississippi lawyers did so “at the risk of personal sacrifi ce which may 

extend to loss of practice and social ostracism.”24 

Lawyers Under Fire

William “Bill” Higgs grew up in Greenville, attended the University 
of Mississippi, and fi nished at Harvard Law School. When he returned 
to Mississippi in 1958, at the age of twenty-two, he was willing to lend 
a hand in African American efforts to assert their basic rights as 
American citizens. 

Not surprisingly, Higgs attracted the attention of the Sovereignty 
Commission, the depth of the agency’s surveillance not apparent until 
the fi les were made public in 1996, revealing more than 340 docu-
ments related to his activities. In the agency’s eyes, there was little 
distinction between civil rights “agitators” and the lawyers who 
defended them. Higgs is a great example of one who paid dearly for 
being, as racist Mississippians called him, a “traitor to his race.” 

Although Higgs had the audacity to assist in the legal machina-
tions in the enrollment of James Meredith at the University of Mis-
sissippi, his greatest “sin” in the eyes of Mississippi probably was fi ling 
a lawsuit in federal court to stop the Sovereignty Commission from 
donating taxpayer dollars to the Citizens’ Council. 

Just after New Year’s 1963, within a few hours after he had asked 
the federal court to order the enrollment of another black at the Uni-
versity of Mississippi, Higgs was arrested and charged with the delin-
quency of a minor, a runaway boy he had befriended. He left 
Mississippi after his life was threatened, and he was convicted in 
absentia and disbarred from practicing law in Mississippi. Higgs later 
obtained from the young man, with whom he was charged with inap-
propriate conduct, an affi davit that the entire time he knew Higgs 
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there was nothing unnatural in their relationship.25 Higgs never 
returned, knowing he would end up in prison. The exiled Higgs ulti-
mately relocated to Acapulco, Mexico, where both he and his mother 
died in 1988, fi ve days apart. They were buried in Mexico in unmarked 
graves.

An example of a true heroic Mississippi lawyer that can stand by 
the idealized fi ctional Atticus Finch is John A. Clark of DeKalb, Kem-
per County, Mississippi. He was appointed by the circuit judge to 
represent three black men in the trial for the murder of Richard Stew-
art, a sixty-year-old white planter. Although he was jerked around and 
not given time to prepare for trial, Clark did, nevertheless, take on the 
case without pay.26 

When the defendants were arraigned, Clark was ill and asked to 
be excused as defense counsel. The request was denied. This was a 
major turning point in the case since if Clark had been excused as 
defense counsel, the three defendants almost certainly would have 
been hanged. Throughout the trial Clark’s reasoning was that the 
defendants were probably guilty because of the assurances from the 
sheriff that the confessions were truly voluntary. He began to have 
doubts, however, after hearing the defendants testify of their brutal 
beatings and one defendant’s story of being hanged (the rope marks 
were still visible at the trial), before fi nally belching out a confession. 
After the trial was over, Clark drove to Meridian, where the defen-
dants were languishing in jail, and talked to them again. They con-
vinced him that they were innocent and had made the confessions, as 
they said, to stop “the law” from the barbaric and brutal beatings. 

Clark mustered the strength and courage to appeal the case to the 
Mississippi Supreme Court. He vigorously briefed and orally argued 
the case but to no avail. The Mississippi Supreme Court affi rmed the 
conviction, whereupon the case was appealed to the U.S. Supreme 
Court, where it was reversed. The High Court adopted, almost verba-
tim, the dissent in the Mississippi Supreme Court and scolded the 
court for tolerating the rack and torture chamber.

No doubt Clark had signifi cant questions about this appeal. He 
was fi fty years old and not in good health. Serious emotions had been 
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aroused, and the appeal would be exceedingly unpopular and person-
ally expensive. Although Clark was a state senator (having served for 
fi fteen years), a Democratic committeeman, and a Senate fl oor leader, 
he probably knew that the appeal would be the end of his political 
career. His close friend Judge Marvin W. Reily had advised Clark not 
to make the appeal, since he would be “wasting his time on a losing 
cause.” Reily was right about his future. After experiencing intense 
personal abuse, Clark lost his seat in the Senate in 1935 and suffered 
a physical and mental collapse. He retired from the law in 1938 and 
died the following year.

The fi rst sixty years of the twentieth century presents a wretched 
picture of the Mississippi judiciary. The courts proclaimed they were 
conducting their judicial system under a rule of law without distinc-
tion of class or race. This high-minded proclamation was far from the 
truth, since the courts, including attorneys as offi cers of the court, 
operated under another code—to protect the Mississippi way of life, 
which demanded complete and absolute segregation of the races. 
Whenever these two codes confl icted, apartheid prevailed. The con-
trolling white population tolerated no deviation and would quickly 
and decisively punish any attorney who evidenced any inclination to 
deviate from this absolute code of complete segregation, white 
supremacy, and solidarity.

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
I believe it was in about 1971 when I found myself president of a group we 

then called the Jackson Junior Bar Association. Every member of the Missis-

sippi bar under a certain age was automatically a member. One of my duties 

was to arrange a place to have our monthly meetings. It occurred to me that 

my lawyer friends who were black, such as Reuben Anderson and Fred Banks, 

had never been invited and could not participate in our meetings because of 

segregation policies in the places we met.

Without asking anyone, I called Primos Café, the Heidelburg Hotel, and 

other places where we held our meetings, and I was specifi cally told they 

would not allow blacks to eat in their establishments. I continued my search 
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for a location, again not bringing this before the board or asking for any 

authority, since I did not want this to become an issue. There simply was no 

place that would admit an African American. I then thought of the young man-

ager at my tennis club. The club had a large dining area that would be ade-

quate, and although it was a short distance from downtown, I thought I would 

give it a try.

I called the manager and had a frank discussion with him, telling him it 

would bring the tennis club substantial sums for a major function every month, 

but we had several blacks whom we wanted to join us. He assured me that we 

could make the arrangements and that it would be quite all right.

Sure enough, I made the arrangements, sent out the notices, and called 

my black friends and asked them to attend. The meeting went well, but I was 

expecting to hear a loud and vociferous protest for my unilateral action; how-

ever, there was not one word of protest. Only one member came to me after 

that meeting and said, “Alex, I don’t remember us voting on whether to admit 

those Negroes.” 

My only response was, “Well, I don’t remember anyone voting on you to 

become a member.” That ended it. I heard nothing further.
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Mississippi Gestapo

As pastor of Harmony Baptist Church, Dennis Hale felt far removed 
from the racial violence that was sweeping across Mississippi like a 
raging wildfi re. He watched over a small congregation in a rural com-
munity about fi ve miles from Picayune. You’d be hard-pressed to fi nd 
more than a handful of blacks in the sandy, pine-scented communi-
ties in that part of the state. But Hale and his wife, who didn’t like 
what was happening to blacks, felt compelled to speak out on the 
issue of equal rights. 

Out of conviction, Hale wrote a letter to Senator James O. East-
land in 1963 that expressed his views.1 Then he resumed his pastoral 
duties, forgetting about the letter. One day, two investigators with the 
Mississippi Sovereignty Commission, Andrew Hopkins and Tom 
Scarbrough, showed up unannounced at Hale’s house. They fl ashed 
their badges and informed the startled couple that someone had been 
signing their names to scandalous letters and sending them to mem-
bers of Congress. Hale confessed that he had written letters to Sena-
tor Eastland and others protesting the treatment that blacks received 
in the state, but he said there was nothing scandalous in the letters. 
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The investigators asked to see copies. Hale refused, citing his First 
Amendment rights. They asked if he felt that his church should be 
integrated.

“That would be a matter for the members of the church to 
decide.”2

They asked how he’d feel about blacks going to his church.
“Everyone should have the right to attend the church of his choice 

according to his religious convictions and baptism.”
They asked if he thought the schools should be integrated.
“Everyone should go to the school of his choice.” 
The visit became confrontational. When the investigators asked 

the couple if they wanted their children to marry “niggers,” the 
Alabama-born Hale, who at six feet two inches towered over the 
investigators, became angry and asked them to leave his house. The 
Hales were perplexed by the incident. They had no way of knowing 
that Senator Eastland worked closely with the Sovereignty Commis-
sion and provided them with information on a regular basis. “I was 
writing a letter to infl uence my senator to support civil rights legisla-
tion in Congress,” Hale later explained to a reporter. “I did not think 
it was right for him to send somebody out to try to intimidate 
me.”3

The investigators confi ded in Judge J. E. Stockstill, a member of 
the commission, and asked for advice on how to handle the situation. 
He suggested that they obtain copies of the letters and show them to 
the deacons and members of the congregation.

Today it is incredible to think that a state agency would use intim-
idation against citizens who argued for racial equality, but that was 
standard procedure for the Mississippi Sovereignty Commission. On 
other occasions the commission used the type of spy techniques and 
psychological warfare later adapted by the CIA and other government 
agencies at the federal level to deal with terrorists, only instead of 
targeting terrorists, the agency went after ordinary citizens who sup-
ported the Constitution. 
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Target Ole Miss

After Ole Miss was desegregated, the Sovereignty Commission 
stepped up its covert activities on college campuses and recruited 
students to spy on other students. Special attention was given to the 
University of Mississippi, which the governor felt was at greatest risk 
of becoming a willing participant in desegregation. 

Sometimes the commission sent its own investigators. Other 
times, the governor sent investigators from other agencies to compile 
reports for the commission. In 1964 Rex Armistead, an investigator 
with the highway patrol, went to the University of Mississippi at the 
request of Governor Paul B. Johnson to conduct covert surveillance 
of television news commentator Howard K. Smith, who had been 
invited to speak to students at Fulton Chapel, the main campus audi-
torium. Armistead shadowed Smith’s every move once he arrived in 
Oxford, following him to a private home, where he met with Profes-
sors James Silver and Russell Barrett, and then to Fulton Chapel, 
noting his precise times of movement. Armistead observed no “sub-
versive” activities by the newsman.

While keeping an eye on Smith, Armistead witnessed an incident 
that occurred when fi ve blacks showed up at the auditorium to hear 
Smith’s speech. “At the alcove inside the main door, one of the 
Negroes was stopped by a student . . . [who] advised him that he was 
not wanted there and that this was a meeting for white people and 
[he] was asked to leave,” reported Armistead. 

The Negro attempted to walk over to the student, at which time the 
student grabbed him and carried him outside and proceeded to give 
him a good whipping. Chief Tatum [head of campus security] imme-
diately grabbed the white student and without attempting to fi nd the 
cause of the disturbance, began to beat the student across the ears and 
face and then pushed him down a fl ight of stairs where other campus 
police were waiting. At this time Chief Tatum advised the student that 
he was under arrest and was to be placed in the county jail.
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When the student was transported to the jail, the county sheriff 
refused to incarcerate him. Instead he took the student home with 
him and allowed him to spend the night. Armistead said there was 
general agreement among law enforcement offi cers that Chief Tatum 
should be removed from offi ce. “By doing so, eighty percent of the 
campus trouble would be dissolved,” he said. “[He] listens only to [the 
professors] and to the other liberals. On the campus he refuses to 
cooperate with any law enforcement agency other than that of the 
federal government.” 

Prior to Armistead’s visit, the Sovereignty Commission had 
already targeted James Silver, a professor in the history department, 
and Russell Barrett, a political science professor, because of their 
statements to newspapers that exonerated the marshals for their 
actions during the Ole Miss riot.4 Noted the investigator about their 
testimony before the grand jury investigating the riot: “The grand jury 
felt it was the responsibility of the university professors to teach what 
their position required that they teach and certainly not to take the 
position of siding with anyone concerning a controversy, much less a 
racial matter which everyone in this state is very much concerned 
about.” The Sovereignty Commission found Ole Miss fertile ground 
for the cultivation of informants. One group of students, which named 
itself the Knights of the Great Forest, spied on professors and turned 
in the names of those they thought supported racial integration.

Howard K. Smith was not the only national television personality 
to come under scrutiny. The popular NBC television show Bonanza, 
staring Lorne Greene, Michael Landon, and Dan Blocker, was tar-
geted after Jet magazine published a story about a black actress who 
was scheduled to appear in an upcoming episode. In an effort to block 
the program, commission director Erle Johnston enlisted the help of 
Dumas Milner, a Jackson Chevrolet dealer. At Johnston’s request, 
Milner wrote a letter to General Motors to put pressure on the spon-
sor of the show, and another to television station WLBT, the NBC 
affi liate in Jackson, to block the fi lming of the episode with a black 
woman. Wrote Dumas: “We have been advised that this show has not 
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been fi lmed as of this date. If this is true, I am sure Chevrolet would 
like to prevent it because the show is very popular as it is now and I 
think there is more to be lost than gained by adding this [black] girl 
to the show.”5 Both the television station and the automaker refused 
to bow to the request.

As the governor and the commission pondered the best way to 
deal with the university campuses—especially Ole Miss, considered 
the most liberal campus in the state—a new crisis arose: Robert Ken-
nedy, the newly elected United States senator from New York, 
announced that he would accept an invitation from the Ole Miss law 
school to visit the university in March 1966 to address the students.

The Ole Miss newspaper, the Mississippian, was critical of the 
decision to invite the senator, saying that his visit was a matter of 
“great concern.” Mary Cain, editor of the Summit Sun and president 
of the Women for Constitutional Government (WCG), condemned 
the former attorney general’s visit. At her request the WCG passed a 
resolution stating that the organization “can neither forgive nor forget” 
the role Kennedy played in the desegregation of Ole Miss. To the 
disappointment of some, Governor Johnson, who as lieutenant gover-
nor had physically blocked James Meredith’s entry into the university, 
said he would “stay out of it” this time.

In the days leading up to the senator’s visit, the campus buzzed 
with gossip. There were rumors of a potential riot. Professors paused 
during their lectures to comment on the visit. Newspapers quoted 
right-wing activists and Klan leaders as promising a strong presence 
on the campus. It had been four years since Meredith’s enrollment, 
and, except for a few panty raids that got out of hand, most of the 
students had never witnessed anything close to a full-blown riot. 

When Kennedy arrived on campus with his wife, Ethel, it was 
nothing like what he had expected. The campus was calm and dis-
armingly charming. There were no mass demonstrations. He spoke in 
the coliseum, a new basketball and concert arena that still smelled of 
fresh paint, to a carefully screened audience. Nonstudents were pro-
hibited from entering the building.
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James L. Dickerson:
About an hour or so before I went to the coliseum to hear Kennedy speak, the 

janitor of my dorm—I had a private room in one of the smaller, older dorms—

stopped by my room to pick up trash. Over the months, we’d become friends, 

frequently talking about things happening on the campus as he went about 

his chores. He was a stoutly built black man of medium height, probably in his 

midforties. He knew that Kennedy was scheduled to speak that day. “You 

going?” he asked, tossing the comment over his shoulder as he worked. See-

ing me nod in the affi rmative, he said, “Wish I could go.”

“Aren’t you entitled to go—as a university employee?”

“No, no. They wouldn’t do that. I asked my boss. He said I couldn’t go.”

I felt bad that he couldn’t go to hear Kennedy. The school administration 

probably banned university employees out of fear that some of the white 

employees might be Klansmen. Some of them sure looked as if they could be, 

judging by their demeanor and the smug, often hostile way they interacted 

with students.

I arrived at the coliseum just a few minutes before the program began and 

had to sit farther away from the platform than I would have liked. Robert Ken-

nedy, wearing a pin-striped suit with a white handkerchief tucked into his top 

front pocket, received a polite round of applause when he walked onto the 

stage, fl anked by a solemn procession of university offi cials and student lead-

ers. To my surprise he seemed shy and hesitant in front of the student audi-

ence. He paced the stage with his hands behind his back, radiating bursts of 

nervous energy. 

Kennedy began by saying he was told by friends in New York that his visit 

to Ole Miss would be like a fox stepping into a chicken coop. That’s not the 

way it turned out, he told the students. Instead he felt more like “a chicken in 

a fox coop.”

The students laughed, and Kennedy made new friends.

During a question-and-answer session following his speech, a student 

asked who he felt was responsible for the 1962 riot. Kennedy declined to 

place blame on any one individual, but he discussed his telephone conversa-

tion with Governor Ross Barnett, the one in which Barnett had asked if it 

would be possible for the marshals to draw their guns. “I thought maybe he 

could just step aside when he saw the marshals,” Kennedy said.
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When I returned to my dorm, I was surprised to fi nd the janitor leaning 

against the wall next to my door. I looked at my watch. “You’re working late.”

“I’ve been off the clock for a while. I wanted to hear all about it, while it’s 

still fresh in your thinking.” 

At the time I didn’t fully appreciate his interest in Kennedy. In later years, 

when I had occasion to enter black homes in the Delta as a newspaper reporter, 

I learned that I could always count on seeing certain images in the houses: An 

image of Jesus Christ. An image of Martin Luther King Jr. And an image of either 

John or Robert Kennedy. 

“What would you like to know?”

He asked about the speech, and I repeated everything that Kennedy had 

said. He nodded a few times during the telling and left with a broad smile on 

his face.

Not too enthusiastic about Kennedy’s speech was Ross Barnett. The next 

day he issued a statement attacking Kennedy’s “twisted” and “willful” mis-

representation of the facts. “It ill becomes a man . . . who was responsible for 

using 30,000 troops and spent approximately six million dollars to put one 

unqualifi ed student in Ole Miss to return to the scene of this crime and discuss 

any phase of this infamous affair,” Barnett said, spewing venom. To him, Ken-

nedy was a “very sick and dangerous American.”

Enforcing Racial Purity

There were a number of issues at play during the racial turmoil of the 
1950s and 1960s, but at the heart of the confl ict was fear of interracial 
sex involving white women. Not even Senator James O. Eastland was 
immune to obsessive thoughts about the issue.

One day Eastland was driving through Spartanburg, South Caro-
lina, on his way back to Washington, D.C., when he stopped to chat 
with one of the commanders in the South Carolina Highway Patrol. 
Eastland learned that a car containing two black men and a white 
woman had been stopped for speeding in South Carolina. That meant 
only one thing to him—the defi lement of a white woman.

When Eastland reached Washington, he was so worked up that 
he telephoned the Mississippi Highway Patrol to give a description of 
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the car and its tag number, since he thought it might be headed for 
Mississippi.6 He said he didn’t have the white woman’s name, but he 
did have the names and addresses of the black men. It is not known 
if the car traveled into Mississippi or, if it did, what happened to the 
woman and the two men.

When the Sovereignty Commission received word in 1964 that a white 
woman in Grenada, Mississippi, had given birth to a baby of suspicious 
racial origins, investigator Tom Scarbrough was sent to the small town 
to conduct an investigation.7 After touching base with his initial source, 
who informed him that the thirty-eight-year-old woman had been hav-
ing an affair with a thirty-one-year-old motel employee who was black, 
Scarbrough met with the local sheriff, who expressed relief at seeing 
the investigator in town, since he wasn’t sure what to do about the situ-
ation. In his report Scarbrough wrote that the sheriff had told him that 
people in Grenada were disturbed about the rumors, all the more so 
since the husband and wife were from respected families. 

Scarbrough decided the easiest way to solve the dilemma would 
be for the sheriff to examine the baby to determine if it had a black 
father. The sheriff agreed. He called the woman and talked her into 
stopping by his offi ce. Under questioning by Scarbrough, the woman, 
who was in a legal dispute with her ex-husband over custody of their 
two sons, denied having an affair with a black man but admitted to 
having an affair with a white man who worked at the motel. Scar-
brough told her that the sheriff was sympathetic to her situation and 
would do his best to squelch the rumors if it turned out the child was 
not black. He suggested that she grant the sheriff permission to exam-
ine her baby. The woman told him she had no objection to that.

After arranging a time for a home visit the following day, the 
woman left and Scarbrough went to the motel to interview the black 
man rumored to be the father. He asked him point-blank if he had 
ever had sex with the white woman.

“No, sir,” answered the black man.
The next morning the sheriff went to view the baby. When he 

returned to his offi ce, Scarbrough was waiting for him. He said he had 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   176devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   176 4/1/09   10:59:51 PM4/1/09   10:59:51 PM



 Mississippi Gestapo 177

seen the baby but wasn’t sure about the child’s parentage. He asked 
Scarbrough if he would mind taking a look at the baby. The two men 
returned to the anxious woman’s apartment.

“We both looked at the baby again and I was looking at the child’s 
fi ngernails and the end of its fi ngers very closely when she remarked, 
‘I know what you’re thinking, but that baby is not part Negro. Its 
father is an Italian,’” Scarbrough said in his report. “After viewing the 
child I had a weak feeling in the pit of my stomach and the sheriff 
expressed he felt likewise. We both agreed we were not qualifi ed to 
say it was a part Negro child, but we could say it was not 100 percent 
Caucasian.”

Scarbrough returned to the motel and shared his conclusions with 
the black man’s employer. “[The employer] stated there was nothing 
left for him to do except to dismiss [the black man] from his employ,” 
he said in the report. “What disposition will be made of [the black 
man] is yet to be seen.” He noted that the white motel owners had a 
lot of trust and confi dence in their black employee and “in all proba-
bility would not believe anything against him. This I found to be 
pretty well the opinion of all people to whom I talked.”

The Sovereignty Commission ended the year by notifying the 
State Board of Health that a white woman who had been working 
with Council of Federated Organizations workers in McComb was a 
carrier of venereal disease. “Subject is said to wear black stockings to 
conceal sores,” Erle Johnston said in the report. “She reportedly has 
been afraid she will be picked up by a public health offi cer. . . . We 
notifi ed Dr. Blakey of the state board of health. Dr. Blakey said they 
would pick up the subject for an examination and notify the Sover-
eignty Commission if the tests were positive. . . . Any further steps 
regarding above subject will be determined after a report from the 
state health department.”

Three years later Scarbrough was sent to Carroll County, a pictur-
esque rural area off the beaten path between Greenwood and Gre-
nada to investigate the activities of a white woman who had been seen 
in the company of black men. There were few blacks in the county, 
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and most of the whites were farmers who had worked the same sparse 
hillsides for generations. When he arrived, Scarbrough found a com-
munity that was in an uproar over Janet Maedke, a twenty-seven-year-
old white woman from Wisconsin who, accompanied by several black 
activists, had arrived in Carrollton, the county seat, to integrate the 
town’s main cafe.8 They were prevented from entering the cafe by the 
sheriff, who stood by and watched as the cafe owner went outside and 
started a fi ght. The window of Maedke’s car was shattered during the 
altercation, the broken glass peppering her arm.

Maedke and the black civil rights activists left town, followed by 
the cafe owner and another man, who pursued them on the highway 
at high speed and fi red shots at them. Driving at speeds that exceeded 
one hundred miles per hour, Maedke and her black companions 
escaped their pursuers and made it to a place of safety. When they 
stopped and examined the car, they found that one bullet had shat-
tered a taillight and a second bullet had penetrated the trunk of the 
car. After fi ve days of hiding, Maedke wrote to a friend expressing her 
fear, disgust, and determination to continue with their efforts. She 
said she had not slept for days. She kept a rifl e on the dashboard of 
her car and a shotgun on the backseat. She was convinced someone 
was going to kill her.

The case was turned over to the Sovereignty Commission, after 
Maedke contacted Wisconsin governor Warren Knowles and asked for 
his help.9 Knowles called the U.S. Justice Department and spoke to 
John Doar, the assistant attorney general in the Civil Rights Division 
who had been involved with the Meredith case at Ole Miss. In a 
follow-up letter, Doar gave the governor a full report on the incident 
and told him that Maedke should report it to the proper law enforce-
ment offi cials. Copies of Maedke’s letter to her friend and Doar’s 
letter to the governor of Wisconsin somehow ended up in the Sover-
eignty Commission fi les.

Following Doar’s advice, Maedke pressed assault charges against 
the cafe owner, but when the matter went to trial, a jury composed of 
four blacks and two whites acquitted him. In his report, Scarbrough 
said the sheriff told him that Maedke was a “typical looking, white 
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beatnik” who associated with “no one but a low class of Negroes.” At 
the trial, according to Scarbrough’s report, Maedke “was dressed in a 
very slouchy manner and was sitting among her usual crowd of 
Negroes.” He said the sheriff saw one of the black men reach over and 
pat her on her knees and thighs during the trial. “Miss Maedke and 
her Negro companions had successfully integrated other places in 
Vaiden [a nearby town], before this incident,” said Scarbrough. “It 
appears that they went to Carrollton for the purpose of making 
trouble.”

The Vietnam War

By 1967 the Mississippi Sovereignty Commission had added a new 
weapon to its intimidation arsenal: eighty-two draft boards, one for 
each county in the state. The boards were composed of presidential 
appointees who had the life-and-death power to decide who was 
drafted into the armed forces.

Draft boards were often used as a weapon to punish citizens who 
favored civil rights and opposed the war. In one instance commission 
director Erle Johnston received a letter from a frantic mother who said 
her white teenage daughter was having an affair with a man she 
thought might be part black. Johnston assigned the case to an inves-
tigator and instructed him to determine the man’s racial heritage. 
Then, anticipating the worst, he proposed a solution. “If subject is at 
least twenty-two years old, it is possible we could arrange that he be 
drafted.”

Mississippi draft boards were composed entirely of white males. 
When the Sovereignty Commission requested that targeted individu-
als be drafted, they were sent induction notices, no questions asked. 
Next to lynching, it was the preferred method of removing male civil 
rights troublemakers from the state. 

Some draft board members also held membership in the Ku Klux 
Klan. When Rick Abraham, director of the Mississippi Draft Informa-
tion Service, pointed out to the State Headquarters for Selective Ser-
vice that the chairman of the Washington County draft board was a 
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member of the Klan, state offi cials responded that there was nothing 
illegal about that. Recalled Abraham: “They likened the situation to 
a Catholic being able to make an unbiased classifi cation of a Jewish 
registrant.”10 

As the FBI expanded its secret COINTELPRO program to 
include antiwar activists, the commission and the highway patrol gave 
the Mississippi antiwar movement equal status with the civil rights 
movement. In the eyes of racist Mississippians, it was just as radical 
to advocate peace as it was to advocate racial equality. Commission 
investigators were authorized to pursue either group. They were lim-
ited in what they could do to punish antiwar activists from outside the 
state, but against native-son activists they could exercise the ultimate 
weapon: they could have them sent to Vietnam. 

The Meredith Nightmare

Less than three months after Robert Kennedy’s 1966 visit to Ole 
Miss, James Meredith organized a voting rights march that began in 
Memphis on June 5 and continued down the interstate to Jackson, a 
distance of about two hundred miles. Just outside Memphis, about 
one mile south of Hernando, Meredith and a group of marchers 
walked past a white man standing beside the highway. The moment 
was captured by newspaper photographers stationed across the road. 
Just over the hill was a carload of FBI agents. About two hundred 
yards past them was the county sheriff. After Meredith passed, the 
man called out, an ominous tone to his voice, “Which one of you is 
James Meredith?” 

Hearing those words, the group scattered, everyone running for 
cover. There just was something in the man’s voice that sounded like 
trouble. As they dived for cover, there were three blasts from a 
16-gauge automatic shotgun. 

Bam! Bam! Bam!
Meredith was the only one struck by the buckshot.
The shooter, later identifi ed as Memphian Aubrey Norvell, made 

no attempt to escape. After Meredith fell to the ground, wounded and 
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bleeding, Norvell stood his ground, looking awkwardly out of place as 
he waited for the police to arrive.

Meredith was rushed to a Memphis hospital, where it was deter-
mined that his wounds were not serious, though they were trouble-
some enough to prevent him from rejoining the march.11 The nation 
reacted with outrage. Civil rights leaders Martin Luther King Jr. and 
rising star Stokely Carmichael rushed to Mississippi to lead the march 
on to Jackson. Amid the uproar, the Mississippi Sovereignty Commis-
sion dispatched investigators to the scene. In a report labeled Confi-
dential—Not for the Files, Tom Scarbrough detailed his 
investigation of the incident. It was his gut feeling that the shooting 
had been planned by civil rights activists to draw attention to the 
march.

Scarbrough arrived at the sheriff’s offi ce and found the lawman 
talking to one of Norvell’s two attorneys. He called the sheriff aside 
for a private conversation and asked if he thought either of the lawyers 
was interested in “bringing the truth to light.” The sheriff said he 
already had talked to one of the lawyers about the possibility that 
Norvell had been hired to shoot Meredith. It was the lawyer’s view, 
according to the sheriff, that if it was a shooting for hire, the lawyer 
would get “far more out of it in a monetary way than he could possibly 
get out of defending Norvell.”

Scarbrough told the sheriff that he was certain the courts would be 
lenient with Norvell if he provided the names of the people who hired 
him. He asked the sheriff to pass that message along to the lawyers. 

“I asked him if he would talk to [one of the lawyers] on his own 
and advise him that he would give him a sizable sum of money to get 
the truth out of Norvell concerning the shooting.” Scarbrough sug-
gested that the sheriff start with an offer of fi ve thousand dollars, an 
amount that Scarbrough would personally guarantee if it could be 
established that the shooting had been planned in advance. In his 
report to the Sovereignty Commission, he explained: “I further told 
the sheriff that the proposition I was making him was on my own and 
did not involve the state in any shape, form or fashion, but he could 
rest assured in making the proposition to [the lawyer] that the money 
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would be available when proof is shown that Norvell was hired to do 
the shooting.” 

Scarbrough’s offer was illegal and would have been interpreted by 
most courts as a bribe, and his statement to the sheriff that he was 
acting alone in making the offer was an outright lie. In a memo dated 
June 14, commission director Erle Johnston advised the governor that 
he had authorized Scarbrough to offer the money to Norvell.12 “I know 
of no other investigator better qualifi ed by judgment and temperament 
to handle such an assignment and assure there will be no repercus-
sion against the Sovereignty Commission.” It was yet another example 
of how the commission used carefully written reports to divert atten-
tion from its true mission. 

Norvell was in serious trouble: caught red-handed at the scene of 
the crime with the gun in his hand, he was photographed by news-
men on the scene. However, if he told the court that he was hired by 
a civil rights organization, he could pocket a sizable amount of money, 
plus receive a guarantee of leniency. If he told the court he acted 
alone, he would receive no money and go directly to jail.

Norvell stuck to his story that he acted alone. He may have been 
a forty-year-old unemployed white man who gunned down a black 
man in cold blood in full view of the entire world, but, by God, he was 
no liar and certainly had no intention of taking tainted money from 
the government. Instead of playing along with the Sovereignty Com-
mission, he pleaded guilty to the shooting and received a fi ve-year 
sentence.

Joining the marchers on June 8 was Martin Luther King Jr., who 
stayed a short time before returning to Memphis. As the marchers 
passed through Batesville, Scarbrough noticed that everyone was in a 
holiday mood. “One thing I noticed was the whites were singing those 
freedom songs to the Negro rhythms just as well as the Negroes 
themselves were singing, and a great number of the marchers were 
dancing or slapping their hands,” he said. “It must be a great tempta-
tion to the local Negroes to fall in line with them because the march-
ers appeared to be having such a jubilee time.”
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When the marchers arrived in Canton, just outside Jackson, they 
were teargassed by police when they attempted to camp on school 
grounds; but the next day they made it all the way to the capitol build-
ing, where they held a massive rally. It was at this historic gathering 
that black activist Stokely Carmichael fi rst urged the use of black 
power, a phrase that would have an explosive impact on the civil rights 
movement as the decade progressed. Thanks to Carmichael, Missis-
sippi once again was on the cutting edge.

The Commission Cracks Under the Strain

As early as 1966, cracks were forming in the wall. Faced with the 
realization that it was Mississippi versus the rest of the world, Gover-
nor Johnson instructed Sovereignty Commission director Erle John-
ston to search the agency’s fi les for possible incriminatory information. 
In a memo to investigators, Johnston said: “It is necessary that we 
remove from the fi les any reports of investigators which might in any 
way be construed to mean that the Sovereignty Commission has 
interfered in any way with voter registration drives or demonstrations.” 
All future reports, he said, should refer to the targets of investigations 
as “subversives” and not put undue emphasis on their race. 

In a memo to the governor, Johnston notifi ed him that “the fi les 
we considered incriminatory have been pulled and are now on the big 
table in the large offi ce. We await your further instructions.” There is 
no record of how many fi les were destroyed, or of what was in the 
fi les. There are hints, however. At that time the commission aug-
mented its staff of three investigators with a network of private detec-
tive agencies, most of which had ties to the FBI. It’s not clear what 
spooked Governor Johnson, but it may have had something to do with 
the Neshoba County civil rights murders. Whatever the reason, the 
governor sent Johnston a curt memo: “Please do not engage or employ 
any outside investigating agencies until further notice.” In his reply to 
the governor, Johnston said he would suspend use of private agencies 
until further notice, but he defended the use of the agencies by point-
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ing out that one of the commission’s investigators, Virgil Downing, 
had died two weeks earlier, and a second, Andrew Hopkins, had been 
out sick for more than six weeks. Johnston also mentioned, for the fi rst 
time, that one of his top secret agents—code named “Operator X”—
was being handled by Day Detectives, a private investigative agency. 
He assumed the governor would want him to continue to use the 
agency for that purpose.

As the trial date for the Neshoba County civil rights case 
approached, Johnston seemed preoccupied and less willing to launch 
major new initiatives. In 1967, after seven years on the job, he was 
feeling the pressure. It wasn’t easy putting in a full day running a top-
secret spy agency and then commuting forty-fi ve miles to Forest to put 
out a weekly newspaper, the Scott County Times. Physically, he was 
wearing down. He wasn’t alone, either. Hopkins, his chief investiga-
tor, had frequent health problems and took extended leaves of absence. 
Then he was involved in a minor traffi c accident while he was out on 
assignment. Soon Hopkins stopped coming to work. By the fall of 
1966, Sovereignty Commission members were asking questions. They 
instructed Johnston to send Hopkins a letter asking for the names of 
his doctors and written permission from him for commission mem-
bers to contact the doctors. The investigator was now being investi-
gated. “I assured the committee you would be happy to cooperate with 
them,” Johnston said to Hopkins. “As I told members of the Commis-
sion, I certainly hope that you soon become fully recuperated and can 
get back on the job.” 

Hopkins chose to resign.
Early in 1968, with the inauguration of a new governor, John Bell 

Williams, Johnston began showing signs of emotional stress. Obvi-
ously frustrated about his future with the agency, Johnston leaked to 
the press the contents of a report he had prepared for the new gover-
nor. For the most part it was self-serving and fi lled with outright false-
hoods. Reporter Mike Smith, one of Johnston’s contacts at the Jackson 
Daily News, described the report, under the headline Sovereignty 
Commission “Preventative Medicine,” as the “never-before-revealed 
story” of how the commission had “solved countless racial irritations.” 
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Johnston was depicted as a racial moderate who had worked hard to 
avert racial violence in the state. It was Dixie doublespeak. None of 
it was true.

That spring Erle Johnston collapsed while at work. He was rushed 
to a hospital, where doctors treated him for a heart attack. Later, doc-
tors discovered it was not a heart attack but a reaction to stress. John-
ston stayed out several weeks, calling his ailment “combat fatigue.” 
When he returned to work, he sent word to the governor that he 
wanted out of the commission. He was asked to stay on until a replace-
ment could be found. In late August, Governor Williams notifi ed 
Johnston that he had found a replacement for him. The new director 
would be Webb Burke, a career FBI man with strong Mississippi 
connections. 

Johnston didn’t have much notice. Four days after Burke’s 
appointment was announced, the new director reported for work. 
Johnston knew him by reputation but had never met him. He spent 
the day with Burke, showing him the fi ling system and going over 
reports with him, after which he packed up and went home to Scott 
County, where he lived in relative obscurity until his death in 1995. 
Governor Williams didn’t say much about Johnston’s departure, 
other than that he was leaving for health reasons. About Burke, he 
said: “[His] past experience in the law enforcement fi eld should emi-
nently qualify him for this sensitive but important position within 
our state government.”

In January 1972, Mississippi got a new governor—William L. 
“Bill” Waller, the man who twice unsuccessfully prosecuted Byron De 
La Beckwith for the murder of Medgar Evers (see chapter 15). Most 
political observers considered his election victory a surprise. During 
the campaign Waller had surprised everyone by promising to appoint 
blacks to high-ranking positions in his administration. He was criti-
cized for making overtures to black voters, who by 1971 made up 
nearly 30 percent of the electorate, but disenfranchised blacks had 
become a natural constituency for him after the Beckwith trials. 
Beckwith walked, but blacks knew Waller had tried, and that was 
important to them.
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After he took offi ce as governor, Waller didn’t make any changes 
in the Sovereignty Commission. Webb Burke was left in charge, and 
his entire staff remained intact. Of course, the commission got new 
members on its board by virtue of the election. Joining the board for 
the fi rst time was the new lieutenant governor, William Winter. The 
commission was allowed to go about its business as usual. 

Abolishing the Commission 

Governor Waller endured the Sovereignty Commission for almost a 
year and a half, and then in the spring of 1973, without warning, he 
pulled the plug on the secret agency. The legislature had passed a 
two-year appropriation bill for the commission, as it had done without 
question since 1956, but when the bill arrived on Waller’s desk, he 
vetoed it. That meant the commission would cease to exist on July 1, 
the date its current funding expired. In a brief veto message, Waller 
said the work done by the commission would be transferred to the 
highway patrol. “The Sovereignty Commission,” he said, “performs no 
real indispensable services to the people of this state.” The legislature 
was stunned by the veto but did not override it.

Director Burke, who was not consulted about abolishing the 
agency, was caught off guard. Contacted by reporters, Burke said: “I 
defi nitely don’t think we’ve been utilized as a negative force. . . . We’ve 
been accused of a lot of things we’re not guilty of.”

When the commission’s offi ces were closed, its secret fi les were 
transferred to a storage warehouse accessible to the Mississippi High-
way Patrol, an agency that the FBI once had found to be infi ltrated by 
Klansmen. The situation remained in limbo until late 1977, when two 
bills that would formally transfer ownership of the Sovereignty Com-
mission fi les to the highway patrol were prefi led for the upcoming 
legislative session. 

When the legislature convened in January, the bills spurred a pas-
sionate debate over what to do about the commission. Technically the 
agency could be revived any time the governor signed a new appro-
priation by the legislature. Everyone seemed to agree that the com-
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mission should be abolished. Disagreement arose over what to do with 
the fi les. The bills were killed in committee. No one wanted the fi les 
offi cially turned over to the highway patrol, although everyone knew 
that the agency already had made copies of any fi les it wanted to keep. 
Many legislators wanted to destroy the fi les; others said they should 
be preserved. Among those wanting to see the fi les preserved were 
the state’s black legislators. Said Horace Buckley, “I thought all the 
book burning and manuscript burning ended in the 12th century.” 
Another black lawmaker, Doug Anderson, said, “If there is evil in 
those fi les, we should keep them to learn a lesson.” Former lieutenant 
governor William Winter also went on record as being opposed to the 
destruction of the fi les. Interviewed in 1996 by the authors of this 
book, Winter said he had not changed his mind about preserving the 
fi les. “My concern is the same as that expressed by [others] that how-
ever the records are handled, they should be handled with sensitivity 
to the innocent individuals who may be included in the fi les.13 

By the time the dust settled from the 1977 session, the legislature 
had voted to abolish the commission and to preserve the fi les. But 
there was a catch—the fi les were ordered sealed for fi fty years and 
delivered to the Mississippi Department of Archives and History. Sit-
ting in the legislature when the vote was taken was Representative 
George Rogers, who had seen the Sovereignty Commission come full 
cycle. “I voted to seal those records,” said Rogers. “I knew there was 
a lot of junk in there, investigative reports that could damage people’s 
reputations. The press wanted to make them public. I voted to seal 
them, not because I didn’t want people to know, but because I was 
concerned about what was in the fi les.”14

James L. Dickerson:
In the summer of 1996, I met with former governor Bill Waller in his Jackson 

law offi ce to talk about the Sovereignty Commission. He was affable but 

clearly uncomfortable talking about his decision to kill the agency: “My opin-

ion [of the commission] was based from the outside and seeing them operate. 

I vetoed their appropriations because it was a joke. Certain politicians would 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   187devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   187 4/1/09   10:59:52 PM4/1/09   10:59:52 PM



188 Complete Breakdown

use [director] Burke to go out and get information secretly [that] they could 

use in their campaign or for fund-raising. But as a state agency it had very 

limited activity and very indefi nite goals and assignments.”15

Waller said he was not surprised that the legislature had not overridden 

his veto. “There were maybe a half dozen ultraconservative legislators who 

wanted to keep it around as a personal tool,” he explained. “People have a 

way of getting even with a governor, and sometimes after a veto they don’t say 

anything—they just lay in ambush. But I never got any response [to the veto]. 

I got overridden on several of my vetoes but not on that one.”

Waller downplayed the signifi cance of the commission. “They were strictly 

an ideological censor group . . . a conservative watchdog censorship group on 

the Keystone Cops level. They didn’t really have any operations. They were 

more of a censors group. They were trying to fi nd out who was on the liberal 

side of an issue and then making a record in their fi les.”

The only question I asked him that seemed to catch him off guard was 

whether he knew the commission had opened a bank account that would 

allow it to handle money from private sources, without it going through the 

state auditor’s offi ce.

The former governor’s face sank into a frown. 

“Why, no,” he said, his voice lowering almost to a whisper. “Did they 

really?”

The Fight to Open the Secret Files

Shortly after the legislature voted to seal the fi les, Representative Rog-
ers resigned from the legislature to work for the Intelligence Com-
munity, an arm of the CIA that coordinates intelligence from all 
government agencies. Rogers, a Rhodes scholar, was driven out of 
offi ce by the racist Citizens’ Council. 

Not long after the fi les were closed to the public, the American 
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) fi led suit in federal court to have the fi les 
opened. The lawsuit ended up in the courtroom of the infamous Judge 
Harold Cox, who promptly dismissed the case. The ACLU appealed, 
and the lawsuit was reinstated by the appeals court. Explained David 
Ingebretsen, director of the Mississippi offi ce of the ACLU: 
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We agreed to take the case . . . to give victims a chance to sue for 
damages and to see what actions were taken by the government 
to promote segregation. Our position was that the fi les should be 
opened. The state was opposed to opening any fi les at all. There 
is damaging information about state offi cials. Damaging informa-
tion about prominent individuals. Damaging information on peo-
ple who had relatively clean records [on the surface].16

On July 27, 1989, Judge William Barbour ruled that the Sover-
eignty Commission fi les must be opened to the public. In his ruling 
he said: 

This court fi nds that the state of Mississippi acted directly through 
its state Sovereignty Commission and through conspiracy with 
private individuals to deprive the plaintiffs of rights protected by 
the Constitution to free speech and association, to personal pri-
vacy, and to lawful search and seizure, and statutes of the United 
States. . . . Deprivations were accomplished through unlawful 
investigations and through intentional actions designed to harass 
and stigmatize individuals and organizations engaged in speech 
and conduct protected by the United States Constitution. The 
targets of Commission activity were designated by members and 
agents of the Commission. There is no record that a search war-
rant or any other judicial sanction of Commission acts was either 
sought or received. The avowed intent of the Commission and its 
co-conspirators was to chill or preclude the plaintiffs from speech, 
assembly, association, and the petition of government.

Barbour’s decision did not mean the long ordeal was over. The 
state could appeal the decision and keep the matter in the courts 
almost indefi nitely. At that time the governor was Ray Mabus, who 
was well into the second year of his term. As state auditor he had 
attracted considerable attention in his efforts to ferret out corruption 
in government. He had entered Ole Miss well after the trauma of the 
riots and, like many other Dixie Baby Boomers, had found that entire 
era of segregation an embarrassment and a moral travesty. After Bar-
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bour’s decision was made public, Mabus announced that he was 
opposed to appealing the decision. The governor’s offi ce would not 
stand in the way of those who wanted to open the fi les. 

With the State of Mississippi terminating its fi ght against making 
the contents of the fi les public, all that remained was agreeing on a 
procedure for opening the fi les. To the surprise of Ingebretsen, and 
nearly everyone else associated with the case, two of the plaintiffs, 
the Reverend Edwin King and civil rights organizer John Salter, fi led 
an appeal with the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals asking that Bar-
bour’s order be overturned. Ingebretsen was stunned by the appeal. “I 
think [King] is very sincere in what he is doing [but] . . . I think he’s 
very wrong here.” The appeal meant that two of the primary critics of 
the commission had become, almost overnight, its only remaining 
defenders. 

In January 1995 Salter notifi ed the Fifth U.S. Circuit Court of 
Appeals that he wanted to withdraw from the fi ght to keep the com-
mission’s fi les closed to all but the victims. That left King as the only 
stumbling block. Many of his friends were mystifi ed by his behavior 
in light of his long-standing involvement in the civil rights movement. 
On June 11, 1996, the appeals court upheld Judge Barbour’s decision 
to open the commission fi les. It bothered King that people would 
attack him for his stand on keeping the fi les closed unless opened by 
individual victims. Responding to allegations that he was an infor-
mant for the commission, King declined to either confi rm or deny the 
allegations, citing his conviction that to do so would violate his rights. 
“If some people see that as evidence as to why I am doing this, they 
will have to interpret it that way. . . . My primary responsibility is to 
the victims, especially the ones I don’t even know. Whatever happens 
to me happens.”17 

To the surprise of no one, King appealed to the U.S. Supreme 
Court. Mississippi watched and waited as summer faded into fall. 
Finally, as tempers frayed among those waiting for justice, the Supreme 
Court announced its decision: on November 18, 1996, the High Court 
said it would not hear the case, thus affi rming the lower court’s deci-
sion that the fi les should be opened.
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The twenty-year battle to reveal the secrets of the Sovereignty 
Commission was fi nally over, and hopefully so was the nightmare. 
There was, however, skepticism about the integrity of the fi les, fears 
that state and federal offi cials had too many opportunities to remove 
incriminating information. In its heyday, commission members had 
bragged of fi les on over 120,000 individuals and several thousand 
organizations. Now state offi cials said the fi les contained information 
on only 87,000 individuals and only a few hundred organizations.

When the fi les were removed from the commission offi ce in 1973 
and stored in a warehouse where the Mississippi Highway Patrol and 
other law enforcement agencies had access to them, there was no 
record of who maintained them and no trace of who removed particu-
lar fi les. “On the night they came to move the fi les [to the Mississippi 
Department of Archives in 1977], the fi les were loaded into two 
trucks,” said Ingebretsen, who learned of the incident from various 
sources. “One truck went to the archives. No one knows where the 
other one went.”

Dealing with the Mississippi Sovereignty Commission fi les has been 
a painful experience for everyone involved, but former Mississippi 
governor William Winter felt it would offer all Americans an oppor-
tunity for some much-needed soul-searching. “In addition to the obvi-
ous lesson—that we must never again succumb as a society to the 
hysterics that overwhelmed us in the 1950s and 1960s—I guess the 
main lesson is that the way to respond to actions of government, leg-
islative or judicial, is not to do it as we did [then]. The second lesson 
is that government needs to be as open as it can be, that any sort of 
clandestine effort [toward] infl uencing public policy and private atti-
tudes is counterproductive. Government needs to be open.”
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Methodist Church, Carrollton, Mississippi, in 1906. Father of Alex A. Alston Jr. third from right in 
front row, barefoot with hands in pocket. Grandmother in black in front of door, directly in front 
of bearded man. ALEX A. ALSTON JR.

Black workers in Leland, Mississippi, receive 
typhoid shots during the Mississippi River fl ood 
of 1927. AUDIE TURNER

James L. Dickerson with Sallie 
Mae Elle in Greenville. 
JUANITA DICKERSON
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Deputy U.S. attorney general Nicholas 
Katzenback, left, and U.S. marshal James 
McShane on the Ole Miss campus for the 
registration of James Meredith. MISSISSIPPI 

VALLEY COLLECTION, UNIVERSITY OF MEMPHIS

Five Mississippi sheriffs and one deputy sheriff preparing for anticipated violence prior 
to James Meredith’s registration at the University of Mississippi in 1962. CHARLES MOORE/

BLACK STAR

James Meredith during graduation 
ceremonies at the University of Mississippi 
in 1963. MISSISSIPPI VALLEY COLLECTION, 

UNIVERSITY OF MEMPHIS
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FBI missing persons poster showing, from left to 
right, Michael Schwerner, James Chaney, and 
Andrew Goodman. FBI PHOTO

FBI agent Joseph Sullivan, who 
supervised the investigation of 
the Schwerner, Chaney, and 
Goodman murders. FBI PHOTO

Jim Ingram, the agent in charge of the 
FBI’s civil rights desk in Jackson, looking 
over evidence seized at the home of a 
Klansman. COURTESY JIM INGRAM
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Body of Martin Luther King Jr. viewed by mourners in 1968. MISSISSIPPI VALLEY 

COLLECTION, UNIVERSITY OF MEMPHIS

Newly elected Mississippi governor Paul B. Johnson, right, with former 
Mississippi governor Hugh White during the 1964 inaugural parade. 
JIMMY WARD, COURTESY MISSISSIPPI VALLEY COLLECTION, UNIVERSITY OF MEMPHIS
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Mississippi Ku Klux Klan member. STEVE GARDNER
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Ku Klux Klan cross burning in Lee County, Mississippi, 1978. STEVE GARDNER
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Ku Klux Klan march in Tupelo, Mississippi, 1978. STEVE GARDNER
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Jim Ingram at his home with a cold case fi le in 2008. 
JAMES L. DICKERSON

James Ford Seale led into 
van after being denied bond 
in 2007. MATT SALDANA/

JACKSON FREE PRESS

Edgar Ray Killen, surrounded by deputies, entering courthouse for sentencing in 2005. 
KATE MEDLEY/JACKSON FREE PRESS
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Praise the Lord, but 
Don’t Seat the Blacks

The Mississippi Delta was in a tizzy over rumors that blacks might 
show up at white churches to worship. Some white churches hired 
armed guards to keep them out. Other white churches considered 
allowing them to attend services. One Delta congregation, a Presby-
terian church with deep cultural roots, was split right down the mid-
dle. Half of the deacons voted no; the other half voted yes. After a 
contentious meeting to resolve the stalemate, one of the church elders 
hurriedly left the meeting to deliver the news to his mother, a fi rm 
believer in old-time segregation.

“Well, what did you decide?” she demanded. 
“We decided to let them attend services.”
“You know I’m very much opposed to that!”
“I know, Mother—but think about it this way. What would 

Jesus do?”
“I know good and well what He’d do,” she huffed. “He’d say, let 

’em in!” She paused a moment, pondering the implications, then 
added, “But He’d be wrong!” 

So it went all across Mississippi. 
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At 9:15 in the morning, April 28, 1960, Sovereignty Commission 
investigator Zack Van Landingham received a telephone call from Bill 
Simmons of the Jackson Citizens’ Council, who told him he’d heard 
that the NAACP had asked members across the state to integrate 
white churches on a specifi c date.1 The tip had originated in the Delta 
town of Clarksdale, but Simmons told the Jackson police about the 
plan in the event that blacks decided to attend white churches in the 
capital city. The implications were clear: force would be used to stop 
blacks from worshiping in white churches. 

Van Landingham telephoned a source in Clarksdale, who con-
fi rmed that there was a movement afoot in that city for black residents 
to show up at white churches to praise the Lord. The investigator was 
told that the Citizens’ Council had arranged for policemen to be sta-
tioned in front of all the local churches. Wrote Van Landingham in a 
memo: 

They would ostensibly be directing traffi c. . . . All the ushers in 
the churches had been informed in order that they might prevent 
any negroes from entering the church. The ushers had also been 
requested to watch strange white people who entered the church, 
especially if they appeared to have anything like a camera in their 
possession, for it was believed such individuals might be there for 
the purpose of taking pictures of any such attempts made to inte-
grate by the negroes.

Van Landingham telephoned contacts in surrounding Delta com-
munities, including Cleveland, Greenwood, and Itta Bena, in an effort 
to get to the bottom of the great worship conspiracy. The Cleveland 
contact said he’d heard some talk about integrating the white churches 
but nothing defi nite. One contact told Van Landingham he was cer-
tain that “responsible negroes in Greenwood were told to put a stop 
to any such meeting” to plan strategies for integrating churches in that 
city. Van Landingham turned his attention to Jackson. The chief of 
detectives told him that he had no idea whether the NAACP had 
issued a directive to integrate Jackson churches, but he assured the 
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investigator that the major white churches always had policemen 
directing traffi c. 

Van Landingham spent fi ve days tracking down leads about the 
great worship conspiracy and then fi led a report, noting that the target 
date had come and gone with no efforts made to integrate the 
churches. As a postscript he added that Clarksdale civic leaders had 
installed a permanent program to protect white churchgoers from 
blacks who might want to attend white churches. The good white 
people of Mississippi were ready to do whatever it took to protect the 
House of the Lord.

If the South is the Bible Belt of the nation, Mississippi is its 
buckle. It has the largest number of churches per capita in the nation, 
boasting more than 5,433. A recent survey recorded that a scant 7 per-
cent of all Mississippians reported no religious affi liation, the lowest 
percentage recorded in any state. A 1989 poll showed that the state’s 
capital, Jackson, had the most Bible readers of any place in the coun-
try—and if recent trends are any indication, Mississippi is even more 
religious today, not less. 

Today, Southern Baptists dominate the landscape, with well over 
one-half of the churches and more than 34 percent of the state’s pop-
ulation; the United Methodists come in a distant second, with about 
9 percent of the population; Catholics account for about 3.7 percent; 
and Presbyterians and Episcopalians claim less than 1 percent each. 
Surveys show large increases in membership among the black churches 
and white conservative churches including the Church of Christ, the 
Seventh-Day Adventist Church, and Pentecostal churches such as the 
Church of God Prophecy and Pentecostal Church of God.2 

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
I have vivid memories of the small Methodist church I attended as a youth in 

Hollandale. When the church held a revival, the school dismissed us for the 

daytime services. This was no time to play hooky, because the teacher would 

take the name of anyone absent, and the pleasure of escaping the service was 
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not worth the punishment. Saving the soul was a big thing. One of the high-

lights would be to see someone saved who we knew had been saved several 

times before. I wondered how many times it took to get really saved.

It was not diffi cult to get saved. These revivalist preachers were really 

good. With their long hair fl owing and their free-and-easy style, they were 

persuasive and confi dent as they stoked the horrible fl ames of hell and dam-

nation that would befall the unsaved as compared with the heavenly bliss and 

eternal pleasure of the saved. “With every head bowed, every eye closed,” the 

evangelist would embrace us, assuring us that we were all forgiven of our sins 

and that we could live forever in eternal love and bliss if we would then and 

there accept the Lord Jesus Christ as our personal savior. The revivalist would 

cry and wring his hands in despair, and toward the end of the sermon the choir 

would burst forth leading the congregation in “Just As I Am” over and over 

again, emphasizing the last stanza: “O Lamb of God, I come, I come.” This was 

powerful indeed, causing many a wretched soul to walk down the aisle with 

tears streaming down his or her cheeks, to be born again and be saved from 

a life of sin and damnation.3

Sometimes my friend Kathryn Dean and I would get tickled at something 

the evangelist, in his enthusiasm, would say. We did everything possible to 

muffl e our snickering, but it was all but impossible. The human body is amaz-

ing—when something really amusing is experienced, it feels compelled to 

express that emotion by laughter. If the body is restrained from that psycho-

logical response, it nearly goes into convulsions, especially when a friend 

nearby is experiencing the same thing. Once Kathryn and I got so tickled that 

in an attempt to control her giggling she wet her pants. Kathryn survived that 

embarrassing trauma by my walking close behind her, with her holding the 

Sunday school lesson book over the front of her dress. But none of this 

stopped our giggling.

The grown-ups put a great deal of pressure on us to attend the revival 

meetings. One of my friends, whose father had never been to a church meet-

ing, fi nally, after several days of begging, persuaded him to come. The son 

was very proud to have his father sitting beside him on the fi rst night of the 

revival. In our church there were certain times when one would stand and 

other times when one would remain seated. My friend’s dad got confused and 
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stood when everyone else was seated. Obviously embarrassed, he let out a 

loud and explosive expletive and ran out of the church, never to return.

I went to church with my family every Sunday and, quite frankly, remember 

almost nothing about it except the wonderful invasion of the wasps every spring 

and summer. No matter how hard the men of the church stopped up every crack 

and sprayed enough DDT to kill a herd of cattle, several large red wasps found 

their way into the sanctuary during preaching time. The big red wasps were 

especially skilled; they could perform amazing aerial acrobatics and would 

gracefully fl y through the air with amazing speed. Sometimes they would sud-

denly dive straight into the bouffant hairdo of a prominent church lady. After the 

furious waving of hands and frantic slapping by the church matron’s dutiful 

husband, the wasp always would escape and begin circling the room again in 

search of its next victim. Surely it cannot be true, but I have a vivid memory of 

seeing a grin on the wasp’s face after making a successful attack.

At times I was required to sing in the choir. I’m using these words loosely 

because I could not sing or carry a tune under any circumstances. The choir 

director nevertheless asked me to stand in the choir, admonishing me sternly 

not to sing but only to move my lips. She even made me come to choir practice 

when there was nothing for me to practice except moving my lips—I already 

had plenty of practice at that, so my teachers said.

Despite the attacking wasps, the childhood giggling, and the occasional 

obscenities, I do remember Brother Rush Glen Miller’s sermons on brotherly 

love, and later, while a student at Millsaps College, I would occasionally attend 

the unforgettable sermons of Dr. W. B. Selah at Galloway Memorial Methodist 

Church, the largest Methodist congregation in the state, to be spellbound by 

his heartwarming portrayals of the love of God to all men and the Christian 

imperative that we love one another, regardless of race, creed, or color. As a 

child in Sunday school, I sang: 

Jesus loves the little children

All the children of the world,

Red and yellow, black and white,

They are precious in His sight,

Jesus loves the little children of the world.
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The Golden Rule was taught as the fundamental concept of religious life, 

and the parable of the good Samaritan was a favorite in many sermons.

Mississippi Churches Reject Golden Rule

Where was this “brotherly love” in the 1950s and 1960s in Missis-
sippi? With more churches per capita than any other state, one might 
imagine that some of the shining luster of the Golden Rule might 
escape the walls of the state’s numerous ecclesiastical edifi ces and 
permeate the state with brotherly love. But this was not the case. The 
state had become violently obsessed with race, a virtual police state, 
and a fearful place for any African American. Unfortunately most 
(but not all) Mississippi clergymen either supported white supremacy 
and made peace with the status quo or they left the state.

As the civil rights campaign intensifi ed, the Mississippi churches 
rejected the position of their national conventions or assemblies and 
quickly condemned any movement toward integration of the races. 
White churches across the state passed resolutions warning that social 
equality had always led to what racists call “miscegenation” and the 
dreaded state of “amalgamation,” and must be resisted at all costs. 

The First Baptist Church of Summit passed a resolution proclaim-
ing that “the Word of God endorses the idea of segregation” and that 
“integration of the races would open an era of bloodshed, immorality, 
and crime unmatched in the history of our nation.”4 In Jackson, at 
Galloway Memorial Methodist Church, the board passed a resolution 
in 1961 leaving admittance to the judgment of the ushers and greet-
ers.5 Later, in 1963, the board passed yet another resolution declaring 
that “we prefer to remain an all-white congregation” and “we earnestly 
hope that the perpetuation of that tradition will never be impaired.” 
Other Methodist churches across the state, including the First Meth-
odist Church of Lexington, passed resolutions condemning the posi-
tion taken by their council of bishops. The First Methodist Church of 
Clarksdale resolved that they were irrevocably opposed to integration. 
The Mendenhall Baptist Church passed a resolution, which no doubt 
articulated the viewpoint held by most Southern Baptists, that “con-
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demned any teaching . . . that is biased toward social equality” and 
called on religious leaders “to keep the races pure.”6 At Galloway a 
paddy wagon was sent over by the police department, and uniformed 
policemen were on hand with their billy clubs, ever ready to subdue 
any would-be worshipper of color at a signal from the usher.

Scenes such as this were commonplace. Surely some whites must 
have had some misgivings about turning away worshippers because of 
the color of their skin. If so, most of them responded with silence. The 
white church as a whole agreed with the politicians. The ministers 
were willing to preach “brotherly love,” but when it came down to a 
confl ict between God and white supremacy, the latter prevailed.

Many of the churches, especially the Baptist churches, main-
tained that they had no business in becoming involved in political and 
social matters, especially if the matters involved race relations. It is 
ironic that these arguments did not preclude these churches from 
being involved in other social issues such as drinking and gambling, 
which the churches were very much against. Regardless of the inten-
sity of the violence against blacks, the church piously regarded this as 
a social issue that was of no concern to white churches.

To keep African Americans in their place, the state of Mississippi 
had a long history of lynching. The grisly details of many of these 
lynchings are shocking, even to the most callous soul. Bodies were not 
just hanged but also, as previously mentioned, torn apart, mutilated, 
burned, decapitated, and disfi gured, often with ears, eyes, and fi ngers 
taken as souvenirs.

Again, where was the church? Surely one would expect the benev-
olent hand of the church to be reaching out to condemn this abomi-
nable and revolting wrong. Here, again, the most religious state in the 
union “held back” and failed to lend its prophetic voice against racial 
violence. During the turmoil of the 1960s, the churches continued to 
remain silent. Even when blacks were lynched and murdered, the 
churches remained silent, acting as if they’d bonded together to 
become the collective Antichrist. 

Delta Democrat-Times editor Hodding Carter summarized the 
situation as follows: “By the end of 1958, it can be safely said, virtually 
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the only Mississippi ministers who still expressed any viewpoint on 
segregation were those who supported its continuation.”7 Congrega-
tions continued to fi re ministers who preached integration. In Octo-
ber 1964 Chester A. Molpus of the First Baptist Church of Belzoni 
resigned to avoid a vote to oust him, after his church banned integra-
tionist preaching and offi cially barred blacks.8

Presbyterian minister Preston Stevenson alienated his congregation 
by proposing a local ministerial association that would include blacks. 
He was fi red as City Hall chaplain and became aggravated when the 
church began planning an annex to establish a private school for white 
students in order to avoid desegregation. Stevenson was written off as 
a nuisance who did not appreciate the Delta way of life. He fi nally 
escaped Mississippi and sought exile in Bristol, Virginia.

In Madison County in 1956, a white Baptist preacher named 
Thomas E. Johnson worked among the rural blacks, started a Sunday 
school, and distributed free clothing to the poor. For these actions his 
children were tormented and ostracized. His eldest child required 
psychiatric treatment. After his house was hit by a barrage of eggs and 
stones, he took his neighbor to court. The neighbor was acquitted, 
and Johnson was charged and convicted of perjury in the case. 
Although his conviction was fi nally overturned, he paid a high price 
for merely attempting to express some brotherly love to the poor.

Rabbi Charles Martinband led a courageous fi ght for racial justice 
in Hattiesburg.9 The Citizens’ Council targeted him in 1958, and, 
when he was away on a trip, the council warned the temple to fi re him 
or face the consequences. The congregation stood fi rm, but by 1963 
he realized he must leave, and he did so a few months later.

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the Citizens’ Council turned 
up the pressure on white ministers who preached the social gospel. 
The council strenuously objected when Ole Miss chaplain Will Camp-
bell invited the Reverend Alvin Kershaw to speak at the university. 
Kershaw was an Episcopal rector from Ohio who became famous for 
winning $32,000 on a popular television show, The $64,000 Question. 
When asked what he was going to do with the money, he said he 
wanted to give some of his winnings to the NAACP, since he believed 
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“the core of religious faith is love of God and neighbor.” Under pres-
sure from the Citizens’ Council, Campbell was forced to rescind the 
invitation. Rev. Campbell got in further trouble when he invited Carl 
Rowan, a young black journalist, to his home when he was gathering 
material for a book. Campbell was fi nally hounded out of Mississippi 
and took a job with the National Council of Churches.

Scores of other ministers were forced to leave the state. On Janu-
ary 3, 1963, twenty-eight young native Mississippi ministers published 
a statement titled “Born of Conviction,” in which they asked for a free 
and open pulpit and full support of the public schools, which Missis-
sippians were abandoning because of fears that they would be racially 
integrated. Hostility to the statement was so strong that most of these 
young ministers left the state. 

Malicious false rumors were circulated about some of these min-
isters. Segregationists swore it was true that Jerry Furr, associate pas-
tor at Galloway Memorial Methodist Church and one of those who 
left, was given a new automobile by the NAACP. Even after this and 
many other rumors proved false, these young ministers still were 
harassed and a large number of them were hounded out of the state. 
Many others who attempted to express their social conscience fol-
lowed in their wake. Between 1959 and 1964, seventy-nine ministers 
transferred out of the Mississippi Methodist Conference. When these 
were added to the ministers lost from the other Mississippi denomina-
tions, the number would run into the hundreds, a tragic and irrepa-
rable loss to such a state steeped in economic and spiritual poverty.

The Reverend Keith Tonkel was one of the white Methodist min-
isters to sign the “Born of Conviction” statement. Although most of 
the young ministers were forced or elected to leave the state, Tonkel 
planted his feet squarely in the center of the turmoil and, regardless 
of the consequences, preached the brotherhood of man. Tonkel joined 
Wells United Methodist Church as pastor in 1969, a small, aging, and 
dwindling congregation in the inner city. He immediately welcomed 
rich, poor, white, and black and set the church on a course of racial 
reconciliation. Soon he had an integrated congregation of over fi ve 
hundred. Tonkel is now a much-sought-after speaker across the nation, 
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and he has received numerous honors.10 Perhaps the most remarkable 
honor came in 2007, the year of his seventieth birthday, when the 
once-race-haunted State of Mississippi presented him with a unani-
mous Senate resolution commending him for his lifetime of humani-
tarian and civic leadership.

One of the tragic losses to this state and to the ministry of the 
church was that of Dr. W. B. Selah, longtime minister of Galloway 
Memorial Methodist Church in Jackson. Dr. Selah could not remain 
silent and in January 1963 made a strong and eloquent statement to 
the Associated Press that appeared on the front page of the Clarion-
Ledger: 

We must seek for all men, black and white, the same justice, the 
same rights, and the same opportunities that we seek for our-
selves. Nothing less than this is Christian Love. To discriminate 
against a man because of his color . . . is contrary to the will of 
God. Forced segregation is wrong. . . . There can be no color bar 
in a Christian church. . . . Race prejudice is a denial of Christian 
brotherhood.

In June 1963, during his nineteenth year as pastor at Galloway, 
Dr. Selah’s young associate, Jerry Furr, right before the Sunday ser-
mon, told Dr. Selah that fi ve blacks had been turned away from wor-
ship by ushers at the door.11 Dr. Selah abbreviated his sermon that 
morning and stated that he loved this congregation but could not 
serve a church where people were turned away from worship. He had 
to either take back all that he had been preaching for nineteen years 
or leave. He had the integrity to leave.

Shocking incidents continued at Galloway, one of which occurred 
on Easter Sunday 1964, when two Methodist bishops, one black, were 
barred from worship.12 This continued Sunday after Sunday until 
January 1966, when the board at Galloway fi nally voted to admit all 
persons regardless of race. 

It was not safe in the 1960s to show friendship toward a minister 
associated with “outside agitators” such as the National Council of 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   202devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   202 4/1/09   10:59:53 PM4/1/09   10:59:53 PM



 Praise the Lord, but Don’t Seat the Blacks 203

Churches. In the summer of 1964 the Albert Heffner family of 
McComb made that mistake.13 On a trip to Greenville, the Heffners 
bought a large can of tamales from Doe’s Eat Place, a tamale and 
steak restaurant that Esquire magazine once named one of the top 
eateries in America. They took the tamales back to McComb and 
invited a minister to help them eat the delicious morsels. The minis-
ter, who was representing the National Council of Churches in their 
civil rights work, asked if he could bring several of his friends. As it 
turned out, the friends were a racially mixed group of civil rights 
activists. Albert Heffner, a prominent insurance agent in McComb, 
who had recently won a prestigious community service award, readily 
agreed. He was a gregarious and likable soul, and everybody knew 
him as Red. He and his wife, Malva, had two daughters, one of whom 
was the reigning Miss Mississippi. Sharing his valuable tamales was 
a generous thing to do, but what a horrible mistake it turned out to 
be! After his guests arrived, cars began circling his house, and his 
phone began ringing off the hook with anonymous threats. Within 
days his lease for his insurance offi ce was canceled, and his business 
vanished. His family was threatened, and life became untenable for 
him in McComb. Soon he and his family were hounded out of town, 
fl eeing fi rst to Jackson and then to Washington, D.C. 

When faced with the overwhelming power of a state determined 
to maintain racial segregation at all costs, most white ministers and 
priests in Mississippi looked the other way when they were asked to 
extend a helping hand to black citizens. Rather than be branded a 
“nigger lover” or a “Communist,” labels that in all probability would 
cause the loss of their churches and their income, not to mention 
social ostracism, they chose to deny the most basic tenets of Christian 
doctrine. 

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
Closer to home, on the night of November 19, 1967, my wife and I were return-

ing to our residence from a movie and were shocked to witness a horrible 

explosion on the corner of Poplar Boulevard and St. Mary Street in the Bel-
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haven area of Jackson, in which we lived. I drove quickly over and saw my 

friend Dr. T. W. Lewis running into the house in an attempt to save the occu-

pants. The owner of the house, Bob Kochtitzky, his wife, and a house guest 

barely escaped the force of the blast, which blew through the downstairs. The 

Kochtitzkys’ infant son was miraculously saved from serious injury by the 

headboard of his crib, which shielded him from the debris that sprayed the 

room.

But why was Bob Kochtitzky, a seminary-trained layman, targeted? He 

had made the “mistake” of using his house as a meeting place for Layman’s 

Overseas Service, a benevolent organization placing laymen for short-term 

service in Third World countries. Meetings in his home for this organization 

were occasionally attended by members of the black community. As recently 

as late 1967, that could not be tolerated, and he was targeted for destruction. 

The local newspaper printed a picture of the Kochtitzkys’ house but did not 

editorialize against the bombing and violence. Bob’s pastor at Galloway 

Memorial Methodist Church acknowledged his own reluctance to speak out 

and quoted Abraham Lincoln, “To sin by silence when they should protest 

makes cowards of men.” 

The two major newspapers in the state, the Clarion-Ledger and the Jack-

son Daily News, sputtered racism with every headline and literally became the 

mouthpiece for the Citizens’ Council. The television media were little better. 

In fact the NBC affi liate in Jackson, WLBT, lost its license for repeated acts of 

racial injustice and discrimination in its programming. Because the decision 

to grant a new license was expected to take a long time, an interim license was 

awarded to Communications Improvement, Inc. (CII), a nonprofi t biracial orga-

nization that operated the station from 1971 to 1980. 

The CII board was headed by Kenneth L. Dean, a Baptist minister and 

former director of the Mississippi Council for Human Relations. One of the fi rst 

policy changes concerned religious broadcasting. For years WLBT had broad-

cast the Sunday morning service from First Presbyterian Church, a large and 

infl uential church in Jackson. One of the changes that CII made was to pull that 

Sunday morning plug on First Presbyterian and suggest that this time slot be 

allocated among various churches in Jackson, including black churches, other 

Protestant churches, and the synagogue.
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The leadership of First Presbyterian was incensed. Letters of protest 

fl ooded CII and the FCC. The pastor of First Presbyterian demanded a hearing 

before the board of directors of CII. As attorney for the CII board, I readily 

consented. At the meeting, Dr. Donald P. Patterson, pastor of First Presbyte-

rian, stood up with authority and vigor, making his plea to the board to allow 

the church to continue using WLBT to broadcast its Sunday morning 

services. 

Dr. Patterson eloquently started his presentation by beginning almost 

every sentence with the phrase “the Lord told me that you should know . . .” 

He stated with assurance, “the Lord told me that you should know that your 

action has caused great spiritual harm to numbers of people that have lis-

tened to the services every Sunday and received enormous spiritual bless-

ings”; “the Lord told me that you should know that many of your directors are 

from states other than Mississippi and are not aware of our way of life”; “the 

Lord has told me”; and so on. The room became absolutely silent. I felt 

extremely anxious because normally the board would turn to its young, green 

attorney for a proper response, yet I was unsure how I would respond to the 

Lord. 

Blessedly, the intrepid Baptist minister and president of the board, Ken 

Dean, stood up with equal authority and spoke with assurance, likewise 

invoking the Lord with every breath, “Brother Patterson, the Lord has told me 

that you should know,” etc., etc., etc. The meeting adjourned with everyone 

feeling good about the outcome, but in the end First Presbyterian did not get 

to keep its time slot. Although I recall no further problems for CII concerning 

religious broadcasting, I did learn one valuable lesson—only the Lord can 

respond to the Lord when one claims the Lord is speaking through him.

“The Preacher Is Our Most Deadly Enemy”

The Citizens’ Council quickly targeted moderate ministers and any-
one who associated with them.14 One council publication bluntly put 
it, “The preacher is our most deadly enemy.” To combat the moderate 
views that might be expressed, the council enlisted the support of 
prominent segregationist ministers such as Dr. G. T. Gillespie Sr., 
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president emeritus of Belhaven College, whose pamphlet entitled A 
Christian View of Segregation was widely distributed by the Citizens’ 
Council.

Millsaps College, the state’s most moderate institution, was attacked 
with vigor. When Ernst Borinski, a refugee from Nazi Germany and a 
professor of sociology at Tougaloo College, spoke at Millsaps and stated 
that “racial segregation violates Christian premises,” the council went 
berserk and used this statement in every way possible to infl ame public 
opinion.15 Millsaps College kept its integrity throughout these turbulent 
times through a strong and fearless faculty led by a courageous, moder-
ate Mississippi native and Methodist minister, President Homer Ellis 
Finger Jr., who forever will be remembered as protecting the sanctity of 
academic freedom. The school voluntarily opened its doors to African 
Americans in the spring of 1965.

Amazingly, for about twenty years an interracial cooperative venture 
called Providence Farms operated peacefully in northern Holmes 
County near the small town of Tchula. When its existence was dis-
covered, the Citizens’ Council launched an intensive investigation. It 
could not allow such a peaceful racial cooperative to exist in the very 
heart of the state. In 1955 a teenage white girl reported that some 
black boys from Providence rode by while she was waiting for a bus 
and whistled at her. In September 1955 a large, angry crowd of about 
a thousand Holmes County citizens met at Tchula High School to 
hear taped “confessions” of these young blacks. These citizens, incited 
by members of the Citizens’ Council, concluded that the staff of Prov-
idence must leave the state. That direct threat, constant harassment, 
and the cutting of telephone lines fi nally convinced the few white 
staff members to get out while they could.

One courageous minister, the Reverend Marsh Calloway, pastor 
of the Durant Presbyterian Church, took the fl oor during the meeting 
and passionately attempted to make the crowd understand that their 
actions were both un-American and un-Christian.16 Perhaps the 
understatement of the evening was a loud voice over the deafening 
boos saying, “This ain’t no Christian meeting, Brother.” Mr. Calloway 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   206devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   206 4/1/09   10:59:54 PM4/1/09   10:59:54 PM



 Praise the Lord, but Don’t Seat the Blacks 207

continued his work as pastor of Durant Presbyterian Church but 
found only his wife left in the pews to hear his well-prepared sermons. 
It was just another ministerial casualty in Mississippi’s war against 
race and reason during these tumultuous years.

The Baptist Church continued its staunch policy of not allowing 
blacks to worship in their white institutions.17 But the Baptists were 
little different from the less populous Methodists and Presbyterians. 
In 1967, seven thousand Methodist laymen signed a petition urging 
Bishop Edward J. Pendergrass to do all that was possible to oppose 
integration.

The campaign waged against religious moderates was bitter and 
vituperative. The headlines in Citizens’ Council publications are a 
good indication of the racial texture of that era’s war of words:

Does Church Favor Mongrelization?

Are Some Church Leaders Betraying Their Country?

Methodist Patriots Expose Pinks

WAKE UP! or Be Awakened by the 
Squalls of a Mulatto Grandchild

The Reverend W. J. Cunningham remembers that when he 
became pastor of Galloway Memorial Methodist Church in 1963, a 
sizable arrangement of Citizens’ Council literature was on display in 
the church, and copies were freely distributed.

Black Churches Slow to Respond

The church was and is the most important and effective public insti-
tution in the black community. From slavery onward the church was 
the one place that African Americans could call their very own. No 
white dictated what they said or sang in the confi nes of their own 
church. The black ministers could preach their own distinctive doc-
trine, and the congregation could set its own agenda. The importance 
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of religion and the religious networks established by these churches 
is refl ected in Mississippi’s history and by the careers of many of the 
leaders who emerged during the civil rights era.

With some notable exceptions, the black churches in Mississippi 
seemed slow to exert infl uence in the early days of the civil rights 
struggle. This is understandable because some black ministers were 
actually on the payroll of whites. The Delta Council, an organization 
of leading Delta white planters, paid a black newspaper, edited by the 
Reverend H. H. Humes, to publish editorials encouraging sharecrop-
pers to accept their second-class status. Humes actually spied at post 
offi ces to see if the sharecroppers received union information, and yet 
he was one of the most prominent black ministers in the state. 

Many black ministers in those days were very cautious because 
often their livelihood depended on their white segregationist employer, 
and many were actually afraid their church would be burned if it was 
used in civil rights activities. They had every right to believe that their 
churches would be burned, because that is exactly what happened. 
Although the exact number of burned or bombed black churches dur-
ing the civil rights era never has been fully documented, various tabu-
lations are available. The high priest of white Christian militancy, 
Sam Holloway Bowers Jr., who was elected in 1964 as imperial wizard 
of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi, is alleged to 
have orchestrated seventy-fi ve bombings of black churches in his four-
year reign of terror.18

The testimony before the United States Commission on Civil 
Rights, held in Jackson, Mississippi, in 1965, informs us that for a 
period in 1964 in Pike County alone, a black Masonic lodge and two 
churches were destroyed by fi re and three others were seriously dam-
aged; in Adams County at least four black churches were burned in 
June through August 1964, and one was burned in September 1963; 
in Neshoba County in April 1964, the Mount Zion Methodist Church 
was burned; in Madison County three churches were burned in 
August and September 1964; and in Tippah County in November 
1964, Antioch Baptist Church was burned.

Black churches were crucial to the culture of the black commu-
nity in Mississippi. The blacks owned these churches, and most often 
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it was the only thing a black Mississippian owned. Yet the state, its 
citizens, its lawyers, and the white religious leaders sat back in almost 
unanimous silence and let these monuments to God go up in fl ames. 
Martin Luther King Jr. tells us that the ultimate tragedy is most often 
not the work or cruelty of bad people but the silence of the good. The 
silence of the whites in Mississippi leading up to and during the civil 
rights crisis was deafening. These acts of terror against the black reli-
gious community in Mississippi constitute perhaps the most atrocious 
attack on an American religious institution in the twentieth century.

After these bombings and burnings, Joe T. Odle, editor of the 
Mississippi Baptist Record, was a strong force in persuading the South-
ern Baptist Convention’s executive committee to receive donations to 
help rebuild some of the burned black churches. In September 1964 
the effort became a cooperative enterprise, with various Mississippi 
denominations working under the title the Baptist Committee of Con-
cern. The committee rebuilt forty-two of the fi fty-four black churches 
destroyed during 1964 and 1965. It avoided the issue of segregation 
in its appeal, and the Mississippi Baptist Convention justifi ed its 
activities as a contribution to evangelism.19

Baptist institutions were thrown into a serious dilemma by Title 
VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which required denominational 
colleges to sign desegregation compliance pledges or forfeit federal 
grants and loans for the schools and their students. Although William 
Carey College, located in Hattiesburg, complied, the three remaining 
Baptist colleges preferred to forfeit federal loans for buildings and 
deny any loan to even the most impoverished student in order to keep 
their institutions white. Although the colleges had previously accepted 
these loans, college trustees stated that they could not depart from 
this lifelong commitment of separation of church and state.

In 1966 this issue dominated the Mississippi Baptist Convention, 
which fi nally rejected a resolution that would allow acceptance of 
federal funds. It took until 1969 for all of the Mississippi Baptist col-
leges and hospitals to ultimately sign the compliance pledge and adopt 
an open admission policy so a needy student or patient could have 
access to these funds. Perhaps because the argument was not made 
in the name of equal rights and justice, and only after some of the 
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colleges tried and failed to replace federal funds with private contribu-
tions, the colleges fi nally relented to the glaring truth that their stu-
dents desperately needed these funds.

The Klan Targets Beth Israel Congregation

For most of the state’s history, Mississippi Jews have kept a low pro-
fi le. They have excelled in law, medicine, and business, and they have 
contributed their money and their time for the betterment of their 
communities; but for the most part they have avoided running for 
public offi ce and refrained from taking public stands on controversial 
issues. All that changed in 1954 when Canadian-born rabbi Perry 
Nussbaum came to Mississippi to serve at the Beth Israel Congrega-
tion in Jackson. At the age of forty-six, after living in Australia, Texas, 
Kansas, New Jersey, Massachusetts, and New York, Nussbaum was 
hopeful of fi nding a permanent mission in Jackson, a place to fi nally 
call home in his quest for tikkun olam, greater justice.

What he found was a congregation that was unlike any others he 
had ever known. Members quickly let him know that they didn’t want 
a lot of ritual added to their worship ceremonies, nor did they want 
him to do anything to draw attention to the Jewish community. The 
best way for a Jew to be successful in Mississippi, they explained to 
Nussbaum, was to do nothing to draw attention to the congregation. 
Many Mississippi Protestants felt a deep kinship to Jews because of 
Judaism’s historic links to Christianity, and Jewish leaders wanted to 
do nothing to diminish that fragile bond.

A low profi le was not at all what Nussbaum envisioned for his 
congregation. It was unacceptable to him for Jackson Jews to accept 
segregation and do nothing to assist African Americans who were 
fi ghting for their rights. Against the wishes of his congregation, he 
began interfaith services and worked with black religious leaders. 
When the Freedom Riders started showing up in Jackson, he minis-
tered to them in jail, wrote comforting letters to their parents, and 
welcomed them into his home when they were released. Individual 
members of the congregation pleaded with him to stop. He refused.
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On September 18, 1967, a bomb destroyed most of Beth Israel’s 
newly built synagogue. Two months later Rabbi Nussbaum’s home 
was bombed, sending the rabbi and his wife, Areme, running out onto 
the lawn with glass fragments in their hair. Immediately after the 
home was bombed, FBI agents rushed to the scene.20 Among them 
was Agent Jim Ingram, who was in charge of the FBI’s Violent Crimes 
Division in Jackson. While he was at the home interviewing Nuss-
baum, a delegation of white clergy showed up and offered their 
encouragement. Recalls Ingram: 

He yelled at them. If he could have used profanity, he’d have done 
it. He made it clear to them that they were responsible for what 
was happening because they had not assisted in any way. They 
were still staunch segregationists themselves. They were fearful 
of leading any type of demonstration to show that the churches 
had turned around and were not going to put up with this vio-
lence. . . . They did not stay very long. They left right after that. 
Later, there was a small demonstration, a march going to the 
synagogue, and a few of the white clergy came forward.

No one was ever prosecuted for the bombings, but the FBI knew 
who was responsible—the order had gone out from Klan leader Sam 
Bowers. There was just never enough evidence for a prosecution. 
Since Nussbaum had received other threats, the FBI told him that he 
might want to leave the state for a while. At that point his life was not 
worth much in Mississippi. Rabbi Nussbaum and his wife did leave 
town, but they came back after a brief absence and lived in Jackson 
for another six years, before retiring and moving to California.

“People in the community wanted to help,” said Ingram. “But they 
were confused. They could not go to the mayor. They could not go to 
the sheriff. They could not go to other businesspeople and say, 
‘Enough’s enough—Mississippi is being embarrassed.’ No one said, 
‘Why don’t we stand up and ask for justice?’ It just didn’t happen. 
When the FBI talked to these people individually, they wanted to 
turn things around.” 
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All the News 
That’s Fit to Print—

for White Mississippians

In the late 1800s several white men, one of whom was married to a 
black woman, an extreme rarity in Mississippi at that time, turned in 
the names of a number of prominent white citizens thought to be 
members of the Ku Klux Klan.1 All were promptly arrested by U.S. 
marshals and taken before a federal court judge, who questioned them 
about Klan activity in and around Jackson. Unlike today, when the 
Klan is afforded civil liberties, Klan membership at that time was 
outlawed because the KKK was rightly considered by Mississippians 
to be a terrorist organization.

One of the prisoners, a Confederate veteran named T. M. Scan-
lan, became an immediate folk hero among whites when he refused 
to answer questions about the Klan. He didn’t stand on the Fifth 
Amendment; he stood in defi ance. 

“He stood fi rm, refusing to give the court the names of the mem-
bers of the Klan or divulge any of its secret work,” reported R. H. 
Henry, editor of the Newton (Mississippi) Ledger. “He was ordered to 
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jail, where he remained three months, when he was released by order 
of the court, but never gave away any of the secrets of the Klan.” 
About the Klan, Henry wrote: “The negroes and their carpet-bag 
friends were mortally afraid of the Ku Klux Klan, which has been 
organized to bring peace and order out of chaos in the South, and to 
make negroes and their associates behave themselves.”

White Mississippians were so outraged by Scanlan’s treatment 
that they urged Henry to relocate to Jackson and merge his newspaper 
with an existing Jackson newspaper, the Clarion, to create a single 
newspaper powerful enough to protect the interests of white citizens. 
Thus out of that cauldron of racial hate and fear was born the Clarion-
Ledger, which has remained Mississippi’s highest-circulation newspa-
per for more than one hundred years.2 

In the beginning it was racial prejudice and irrational white fear, 
not free speech, that motivated Mississippi newspapers. Newsprint 
was viewed as a means of controlling the social and political aspira-
tions of black citizens, a vehicle for maintaining apartheid; however, 
racism was only one of the media’s characteristics. Of equal impor-
tance was the media’s continuing opposition to the liberal principles 
that defi ned the Revolution. 

Henry remained at the helm of the Clarion-Ledger until 1920, 
when two brothers, Tom and Robert Hederman, bought the newspa-
per and continued its white supremacist legacy of espousing a protec-
tionist attitude toward the state’s white residents, regardless of 
economic or social standing. White was right. Black was not. That’s 
the way it was.

In 1954 the Hederman brothers purchased the Clarion-Ledger’s 
chief rival, the Jackson Daily News, which was published and owned 
by Major Frederick Sullens, one of the newsmen who’d been dis-
placed by Henry’s acquisition of the Clarion. The two newspapers 
operated independently, except on Sundays, when they published a 
combined edition that featured editorials from both newspapers. 
When Sullens died in 1957, he anointed his managing editor, Jimmy 
Ward, as his successor.3 A World War II bomber pilot who fl ew fi fty 
combat missions, Ward had a background in journalism that was more 
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as a photographer than a reporter. On the day of the announcement 
of Ward’s promotion, it was also disclosed that he would be taking 
over Sullens’s page-one column, which Ward renamed “Covering the 
Crossroads.” As editor, Ward made all the news decisions, wrote the 
editorials, and served as the spokesman for the newspaper. However, 
he used the column as comic relief from the serious news stories that 
appeared in the newspaper each day. In the beginning, “Crossroads” 
was a collection of humorous observations, jokes, and ironies of ordi-
nary life, written in the folksy style of Will Rogers. It was so distinct 
in its approach that it attracted the attention of radio commentator 
Paul Harvey, who frequently quoted the columns on his nationally 
syndicated radio program, identifying their author as “Jackson Jimmy.” 
But as the years went by, the humor in the columns became darker, 
less playful, as Ward became a national spokesman for segregation 
and refl ected the do-or-die racial madness of the white majority in the 
South.

Greenville: A Liberal Oasis

As the Hederman family consolidated power in Jackson, painting the 
city with brush strokes that gave the newspapers a reputation as the 
most right-wing in the nation, Delta planters, who had a more liberal 
perspective, fought back by recruiting a newspaperman from Ham-
mond, Louisiana, named Hodding Carter.

With the fi nancial support of leading citizens, Carter moved to 
Greenville in 1936 with his wife, Betty, and founded the Delta Star. 
There was already a newspaper in Greenville, the Democrat-Times, 
but Carter hired a strong staff—one reporter was Shelby Foote, who 
later achieved fame as an award-winning Civil War historian—and 
made an effort to distinguish the Delta Star from the competition by 
writing editorials that resonated with the Delta’s moderate white lead-
ership and its African American majority.

Before the fi rst year was up, he wrote a page-one editorial that 
shocked white readers and delighted black readers. When a black man 
was lynched after being charged with the murder of a white store-
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keeper in tiny Duck Hill, Carter wrote, “In Washington, Congress 
debates a federal anti-lynching bill extreme in its encroachment on 
state’s rights. To the vindicators of that encroachment Mississippi has 
now contributed a mighty bludgeon. . . . Is there justice in Missis-
sippi? Then, punish the Duck Hill mobsters.”

Before white readers could catch their breath, he followed up by 
publishing a photograph of African American Olympic medal winner 
Jesse Owens, who had come to the all-black Delta town of Mound 
Bayou to help celebrate its fi ftieth anniversary. As a result of the criti-
cism that fl ooded into the newspaper, Carter thought for a while that 
he might be lynched. Few newspapers in the nation published photo-
graphs of African Americans, much less newspapers in the South. 
Carter responded by writing an editorial that defended his decision. 
“Jesse Owens is a remarkable athlete,” he wrote. “And so we printed 
his picture. We’ll print it again when we feel like doing so.”

Within two years of starting up the Delta Star, Carter bought out 
the Democrat-Times, renaming his newspaper the Delta Democrat-
Times. If critics thought that he would pull back from controversial 
positions once he owned the only newspaper in town, they were 
wrong, for he was passionate about his fellow Southerners living up 
to the promise of the U.S. Constitution. As a result of his editorials—
and his willingness to name names and publish photographs, if nec-
essary—it became extremely tough in Greenville for offi cials to 
publicly espouse racist views.

In 1945 Carter’s views took a surprising twist when he began 
writing about the discrimination faced by Japanese American sol-
diers in the U.S. Army and the Japanese American internment 
camps located across the river in Arkansas. This time he reached 
beyond the city limits of Greenville and showed national leadership 
by criticizing polices that allowed Japanese-born Americans to be 
rounded up and placed in internment camps. Carter was awarded a 
Pulitzer Prize in 1946 and cited for editorials “on the subject of 
racial, religious, and economic tolerance,” with special note of an 
editorial with the headline Go for Broke, written about Japanese 
American soldiers during World War II. Later Carter often said that 
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winning the award was one of the happiest moments in his life, not 
so much for the prestige as for the validation of his editorial stands 
on controversial issues.

James L. Dickerson:
My family was always devoted to the Delta Democrat-Times, even before I was 

born. My maternal uncle, Rex Turner, started delivering the Delta Democrat-

Times in 1941, at the age of fourteen. An electronic genius—he later would 

become one of the fi rst ham radio operators to bounce a signal off the 

moon—he built a radio from scratch and attached it to his bicycle so that he 

could listen to music while he delivered newspapers. An enterprising reporter 

for the newspaper spotted him one day and interviewed him for a feature 

article, providing my uncle with his fi rst brush with celebrity.

My grandfather religiously subscribed to the Delta Democrat-Times, which 

arrived late in the afternoon, and the Commercial Appeal, which arrived early 

in the morning. By the time I was old enough to read, both newspapers had 

won Pulitzer Prizes for their support of basic human rights. As a youth I did 

not always understand the issues that Hodding Carter wrote about on the 

editorial page, but I understood enough to know that his thinking ran counter 

to the opinions of many people in my community (by then I lived in Hollandale)—

and for some inexplicable reason I was drawn to Carter, impressed by both 

the clarity of his thinking and the fearlessness of his actions, even when it 

meant him hiding in the bushes outside his home with a loaded shotgun to 

intercept marauding night riders.

Hodding Carter was one of my fi rst heroes, along with my grandfather, the 

latter of whom taught me to shoot so straight that I was banned from the 

shooting booths of the carnivals that rolled into town each fall. The only time 

I was ever disappointed in Carter’s Delta Democrat-Times was when the news-

paper got word that I owned the only set of groundhogs in the entire state of 

Mississippi. A photographer called and asked if he could come over the next 

day and photograph my groundhogs. Within minutes after putting the tele-

phone receiver down, I was off to get a new shirt for my photo session—and, 

at the insistence of my mother, a haircut, topped off with the barber’s infa-

mous Rose Hair Tonic, which was about 70 percent alcohol. I told all my friends 
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that my picture was going to be in the newspaper, and I hardly slept at all that 

night. 

The next day, when the photographer arrived, he was accompanied by 

the Hollandale High School homecoming queen, a beautiful blonde with a 

ready smile. As my spirits defl ated faster than a marble rolling off a kitchen 

table, he explained that he thought a beauty queen would make a better 

picture than I would. I accepted his decision with good grace—he promised 

to spell my name right—but there are no words to express the embarrass-

ment I felt, not just because I had told my friends what turned out to be a 

lie, but also because while working in my grandfather’s store, I’d recently 

sold the homecoming queen a Wonderbra—the designation 36-C still etched 

indelibly into my memory—and I could not look at her posing with my ground-

hogs without wondering if she was wearing it, thoughts that made my face 

blazing red.

There came a time when Hodding Carter handed off the editorship of the 

newspaper to his eldest son, Hodding Carter III, a summa cum laude graduate 

of Princeton who served two years in the Marine Corps before joining the staff 

of his father’s newspaper. He was fi rst a reporter, then managing editor, and, 

fi nally, in 1960, editor, when his father retired after penning some twenty 

books and leading the newspaper—and his community—through some of the 

roughest years of social unrest imaginable. Long before Hodding III became 

editor, however, he wrote award-winning editorials for the newspaper, editori-

als that I read in high school and then later as a student at the University of 

Mississippi. 

My fi rst byline in the Delta Democrat-Times was a freelance book review 

written for book editor Ben Wasson, an elderly gentleman who was William 

Faulkner’s fi rst editor and literary agent. For one of my subsequent reviews, I 

provided the newspaper with a real “scoop” by solving the mystery of where 

Faulkner found the name Snopes for some of his most downtrodden charac-

ters (it is an anagram for peons).4

I began working full-time for the Delta Democrat-Times in 1977, around 

the time Hodding III left the newspaper to accept a position as a State Depart-

ment spokesman in the Jimmy Carter administration. Taking over from Hod-

ding III was his younger brother, Philip, who lived in New Orleans, where he 
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published a weekly newspaper. He commuted to Greenville on a weekly basis, 

and I often got the feeling that he would have rather been in New Orleans. One 

weekend Philip fl ew back to New Orleans to take care of business there and 

did not return the following Monday. To my surprise I was asked if I would like 

to write editorials until he returned.

My fi rst editorial was about lawyers.5 I fi gured I couldn’t go wrong there. 

My second editorial called for the complete overhaul of the food stamp pro-

gram. I was troubled that an individual in need of food stamps would have to 

pay for a portion of the stamps. For example, to receive one hundred dollars 

in stamps, people might be required to pay seventy-fi ve dollars. I thought that 

was absurd. I suggested they simply be given the twenty-fi ve dollars in stamps 

for which they were eligible.

I don’t recall how many editorials I wrote, but one day Betty Carter, the 

most elegantly gracious lady you would ever want to meet, and one of my 

favorite people, took me aside and told me that she thought I was a little too 

liberal to be writing editorials for the Delta Democrat-Times. I wasn’t offended. 

I fi gured it was too good to be true, anyway. I resumed writing feature articles, 

one of which was a series about death and dying. As I was working on the 

series, she took me aside, once again, and told me she had a story to tell me, 

but I would have to promise not to use her name. That was an easy promise to 

make. After all, she was the boss. She proceeded to tell me about an out-of-

body experience she’d had in 1938.6 

She was pregnant with twins but miscarried. She lost more blood than 

she should have and went into shock, prompting a call for blood in the com-

munity. Despite the best efforts of the doctors, she started slipping away. 

“At some point, I found myself fl oating up near the ceiling,” she said. “I 

looked down and there I was in the bed. There were three doctors and several 

nurses standing around the bed. ‘It’s 107,’ I heard one of the nurses say, and 

I thought, well, I’m dying—but then I thought to myself, I can’t die, because 

there are things I need to see about. The next thing I knew I was back on the 

bed inside my body.” 

With her story attributed to an unnamed source, the account of her expe-

rience ran on the front page, without anyone ever knowing the truth, until 

now. 
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A Failure to Communicate

Throughout the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, the Hederman media block, 
consisting of the Clarion-Ledger and the Jackson Daily News, along 
with several weekly newspapers, stood solidly behind the Sovereignty 
Commission. Jackson television stations WJTV, which was partially 
owned by the Hedermans, and WLBT parroted the state’s newspa-
pers, which meant that they totally ignored black viewpoints. Unlike 
the newspapers, they could not cloak their racism in journalistic tradi-
tion. For example, it was—and still is—newspaper style to refer to 
people on second reference by their last name. That style created 
problems for television stations, which relied heavily on on-air inter-
views and news readers. Television reporters were forbidden to refer 
to African Americans with courtesy titles such as Mr., Mrs., or Miss; 
they had to refer to them by their fi rst name or not at all. Added bur-
dens were policies of the television stations not to broadcast any pro-
gramming that included people of color.

Early one morning in 1960, Thurgood Marshall, then a civil rights 
attorney, was being interviewed on the nationally televised Today 
Show, which was broadcast on WLBT, when suddenly, in the middle 
of the black attorney’s comments, television viewers saw their screens 
go blank. A logo that read cable difficulty appeared on the screen. 
Moments later, when the Marshall interview was concluded, the 
Today Show returned to the air.

Suspicious of the blackout, Hodding Carter III, who by then was 
in charge of the Delta Democrat-Times’s editorial operations, called 
the NBC network and asked if there had been any transmission dif-
fi culties. They replied that there had been none. Some time later, 
Fred Beard, the station manager, attended a Citizens’ Council meet-
ing at which he complained about how the networks had become 
mouthpieces for black propaganda. Then, to wild applause, Beard 
boastfully confessed that he himself had pulled the plug on the Thur-
good Marshall interview. Carter later played an important role in the 
television station making the transition from all-white ownership and 
personnel to a racially integrated management group. That could hap-
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pen with television stations because they are regulated by the FCC. 
Not so for newspapers, since they possess stronger constitutional pro-
tections against government control. 

Throughout the civil rights era, Mississippi newspapers consis-
tently failed to live up to their responsibilities as constitutionally pro-
tected institutions by secretly working with the Sovereignty 
Commission, the Citizens’ Councils, and racist white elected offi cials 
to deny black residents the full range of their constitutional rights.

Of course, Mississippi’s corruption of the media was not confi ned to 
the Magnolia State. Commission director Erle Johnston once called a 
friendly editor at a newspaper in Pipestone, Minnesota, and asked 
him to run an editorial he had written about Mississippi. The edito-
rial, which was decidedly anti–John F. Kennedy, bore the headline 
Mississippi Is Being Watched. It began: 

The eyes of the nation will be watching Mississippi on November 
8 because results of the election may indicate a new viewpoint on 
segregation. . . . A Kennedy victory in Mississippi would indicate 
that segregation in that state is no longer a concern because Ken-
nedy says he will integrate life in Mississippi at all levels. 

The editor balked, explaining that his newspaper didn’t run editorials. 
Johnston asked if he would run off about a dozen fake newspapers 
with the editorial for use in Mississippi. The editor agreed, and John-
ston distributed the fake newspapers, advertising the editorial as one 
written by a “Minnesota” editor.

Johnston considered the news media a crucial ingredient in the 
state’s fi ght against civil rights and antiwar activists. He attended state 
and national press association meetings whenever possible, working 
the attending journalists as if he were a candidate at a political event, 
and he made an effort to maintain his friendships with other journal-
ists. Those friendships paid off on a regular basis.

When a television station in Seattle contacted the Associated 
Press offi ce in Jackson to verify information submitted to the station 
by the Sovereignty Commission, Jim Saggus, the AP bureau chief, 
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met with Johnston and examined commission fi les on the subject in 
question and verifi ed the information. In a memo to the governor, 
Johnston bragged that Saggus had been able to verify “every bit of the 
information we had furnished.”

Johnston, who continued to publish his newspaper, the Scott 
County Times, while he served on the commission, was proud of the 
way he manipulated the media. He once submitted a package deal 
for radio station WBBM in Chicago, a CBS affi liate. The station had 
contacted him about airing a program that presented Mississippi’s 
point of view on the racial issue. Johnston thought it would be a 
good idea if the governor himself went to Chicago to be interviewed. 
He also invited reporters Kenneth Toler of the Commercial Appeal 
and William Chaze of the Clarion-Ledger. The group fl ew to Chi-
cago aboard the governor’s DC-3 to participate in a two-hour televi-
sion program. Later Johnston reported that they received twenty-one 
calls on the air and had a backlog of 733 calls that could not be 
taken. “We believe the program was very successful in . . . explain-
ing some of the fallacies about the state that have been reported in 
news media.” 

Johnston once asked a Jackson Daily News reporter to write a story 
about how Charles Evers, the brother of murdered civil rights leader 
Medgar Evers, had deserted his child and forced the child’s mother 
to apply for welfare. When the reporter turned the story in, however, 
Jimmy Ward balked at running it without proof the child was really 
Evers’s. In a memo Johnston said he had been told by Ward that attor-
neys for the newspaper had advised against publishing the story with-
out documentation. Wrote Johnston: “We are working now to obtain 
the necessary proof and will resubmit it to Mr. Ward.” The commis-
sion subsequently obtained a birth certifi cate on the child and other 
documents and turned them over to the reporter. Years later, when 
Evers was shown a copy of Johnston’s memo, he said they didn’t know 
what they were talking about. “I’ve got seven daughters from fi ve dif-
ferent mothers and I’ve always admitted that—and I’ve always taken 
care of them. I don’t think a man should be ashamed of his children. 
They [the commission] should be the ones who are ashamed.”7
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In 1967, during the gubernatorial race, which pitted William Win-
ter against John Bell Williams in the runoff race for the Democratic 
place on the ballot (Williams won and later defeated the Republican 
candidate), Governor Paul B. Johnson ordered the Sovereignty Com-
mission to cease providing the media with copies of his reports until 
after the election. That decision angered Tom Hederman, editor of 
the Clarion-Ledger, who asked his city editor, Charles Smith, to fi nd 
out why the newspaper no longer received the secret reports. When 
Smith called the commission offi ce, Johnston explained that the gov-
ernor had asked that only he receive the reports, at least until after 
the election. In a memo, Johnston explained that it was the Sover-
eignty Commission’s intention not to get involved in politics. He told 
Smith that if Tom Hederman wanted back on the mailing list, he  
would have to ask the governor. 

The records don’t indicate if Hederman made that request, but 
they do indicate that Johnston had a much cozier relationship with 
the Clarion-Ledger than previously had been revealed. In a routine 
letter addressed to the Houston Council on Human Relations, John-
ston disclosed that one of the clippings he had enclosed from the 
Clarion-Ledger was, in fact, written by him.

The Jackson Daily News and the Clarion-Ledger knowingly printed 
stories authored by members of the commission on a regular basis, but 
sometimes the commission’s cloak-and-dagger operations fl imfl ammed 
the newspapers into printing stories that they did not know originated 
with the commission. One such instance occurred in 1966, when the 
Jackson Daily News reprinted an editorial it had picked up from the 
Lemmon Tribune in South Dakota. The editorial actually was written 
by commission director Johnston, who smugly noted in a memo that 
the same editorial had been printed by a total of twenty-seven news-
papers around the country. He scored that success by sending the 
editorial to a friend at the US Press Association, a Washington-based 
editorial service that distributed editorials to over three thousand 
newspapers. When the editorials were published, editors were not told 
who actually wrote them, nor were they told that Johnston had paid 
the service a small sum to deceive its clients.8

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   223devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   223 4/1/09   10:59:56 PM4/1/09   10:59:56 PM



224 Complete Breakdown

Sometimes the Sovereignty Commission’s infl uence was based on 
more than the good-old-boy network. Percy Greene, the black com-
mission informant mentioned earlier, was editor of the Jackson Advo-
cate, and he was regularly paid to run stories provided to him by the 
commission. Greene was a good catch for Johnston, and he often 
bragged about it in his memos. In one editorial published by the Jack-
son Advocate, Johnston wrote, “The greatest need for the Negro in 
Jackson, in Mississippi and in the rest of the South is more and more 
‘Uncle Toms.’” Johnston must have had a good laugh over that one. No 
doubt he provided copies to newspapers around the country, using it 
to point out how blacks in Mississippi really felt about integration.

Editors at the Clarion-Ledger and Jackson Daily News were not 
simply passive receptacles for propaganda stories supplied by the com-
mission; they sometimes went to the commission in search of story 
ideas. Once Jimmy Ward asked Johnston if he had information on any 
“professional agitators” who had worked in other states before coming 
to Mississippi. Ward had a story idea in mind. Johnston was happy to 
oblige, providing Ward with a confi dential dossier on a white female 
activist from Berkeley, California, who had been arrested for civil 
rights activity in Alabama before participating in the James Meredith 
march earlier in the year. Johnston also gave Ward a photograph but 
asked that the commission not be identifi ed as the source of the infor-
mation. After the story was published, Johnston referred to the inci-
dent in a memo, bragging that the story had resulted in the woman 
leaving the state. 

James L. Dickerson:
My fi rst contact with Jackson Daily News editor Jimmy Ward came in 1960, 

when, at the age of fi fteen, I wrote to him about a school project involving his 

predecessor, Major Frederick Sullens. My family didn’t subscribe to the Jack-

son Daily News, but my best friend delivered the newspaper in the afternoons 

on his motor scooter and I often rode shotgun, using the downtime to read the 

newspaper. As a teenager I was a prolifi c reader, poring over the Jackson Daily 

News, the Commercial Appeal, the Delta Democrat-Times, and the weekly Deer 
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Creek Pilot, in addition to subscribing to magazines such as Look, Life, Sports 

Afi eld, Field & Stream, and the U.S. State Department–authorized Soviet Life, 

all which I paid for with the money I earned at my grandfather’s store. The 

same year that I wrote to Ward, I wrote a letter to the state agency charged 

with environmental controls, the Game and Fish Commission, and asked why 

the state allowed the city of Hollandale to dump untreated sewage into Deer 

Creek, the waterway that wound through town. W. H. Turcotte, chief of the 

game division, responded with a letter explaining that the state’s pollution 

laws exempted municipalities from control in the disposal of domestic sew-

age. He ended his letter on an optimistic note: “Eventually all cities should be 

required to properly treat their wastes.” I was quite the junior activist as a 

fi fteen-year-old. 

Three years later, during my fi rst semester at the University of Mississippi, 

I wrote a term paper that shocked my political science professor by revealing 

that not only did my hometown’s water supply fail health department stan-

dards that year, but it had never passed minimum quality standards, not in 

the history of testing. Residents were never told that, which was why, year 

after year, they suffered stomach ailments. When I showed the report to Mayor 

J. W. Fore, a kindly man who later possibly saved my life by tipping me off 

about Klan activity against me, he released the longest sigh I’d ever heard and 

told me that Hollandale was far too poor to have clean drinking water. 

Fast-forward to spring 1979, when after working for several Southern 

newspapers, I wrote to Jimmy Ward again, this time to ask about job opportu-

nities at the Jackson Daily News. He said there were none, but he invited me 

to stop by the newsroom to talk to him the next time I was in Mississippi (I was 

living in Florida at the time). By then he’d been diagnosed with throat cancer 

and had a gaunt appearance and a hoarse voice that rattled whenever he 

spoke. I was shocked when I met him, not only because of the health issues 

but also because he looked nothing like I’d expected. He was friendly, smiled 

broadly, and, despite serious illness, had a twinkle in his eye. To his surprise, 

I showed him the letter he’d sent me nineteen years ago in response to my 

letter. He sat bolt upright in his chair and smiled and said he’d be in touch. 

During the time it took me to drive back to Florida, he had called his relatives 

in Hollandale to ask about me—and he was told the truth, that I was pro–civil 

rights and very much against the Vietnam War, and I grew up asking a lot of 
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questions. I no sooner arrived in Florida than I received a telephone call from 

Mississippi’s highest-profi le segregationist offering me a job.

My fi rst position at the Jackson Daily News was as education reporter, 

but that lasted only a couple of months. To my surprise I was asked to write 

editorials. At that time Ward wrote the lead editorials, with an even older 

gentleman providing the secondary editorials. My fi rst editorial was pub-

lished under the headline SOUTH TOWARD HOME FOR WILLIE MORRIS. The editorial 

was written in response to a story that Morris, considered by many to be 

second only to Hodding Carter III as the state’s leading “integrationist,” 

would be guest lecturer at the University of Mississippi. I had met Morris a 

couple of years prior to that and considered him a friend. “While New York 

is, without a doubt, the place to be to talk about the latest literary harvest, 

Mississippi continues to be the place where those literary seeds fi rst take 

root. So, come on home, Willie.” When I wrote the editorial, I was pretty sure 

that Ward would nix it, but he didn’t. Instead he brought the editorial and 

dropped it on my desk, giving me a literal thumbs-up before uttering a 

phrase I would hear each time he returned an editorial to my desk, “How’s 

it going, Hoss?”

Within weeks I made editorial page editor, with full control of the editori-

als, the op-ed page, the columnists, and the cartoons. By that time Ward no 

longer had control of the news pages. The publishers had assigned that 

responsibility to the managing editor, Bob Gordon. My philosophy for the edi-

torial page was simply to move it from the far right to the center, where I felt 

it could exert the most leadership. That doesn’t mean I compromised on the 

issues. I highlighted issues on which a centrist position would get the most 

traction. There was no editorial board. I never discussed the editorials with 

anyone before I wrote them. Each day I gave them to Ward for his approval and 

he never failed to return them to my desk, always handing them off with a 

thumbs-up. Never once did he veto an editorial I wrote. Never once did he 

change a single word. One day, however, he sent me a memo that suggested 

an editorial on a specifi c subject. It read: 

The TV set glowed with the noise and the face of Fonda—so did the 

wires hum the same tune in connection with the recent Fonda/

Hayden anti-oil event. I think the Daily News carried one graph (the 
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last one in the story), quoting an oil industry spokesman who was 

supposed to present the view opposite that at the rally. See if you can 

do an editorial pointing out activists often get more media attention 

because they are noisy. 

The editorial was titled GETTING OURSELVES WORKED INTO A FRENZY. It began with 

a Marshall McLuhan reference and made the point that the medium is the 

message: “Television, with its enormous power to shape public opinion, has 

made electronic-picture slaves of us all.”

As the months and years went by, I wrote editorials attacking the Rever-

end Donald Wildmon’s “moral” crusade against television, calling him a “cru-

sading ayatollah” (Wildmon was best known for his efforts to censor 

television); editorials supporting legal efforts to punish sexual harassment; 

editorials in favor of black ownership of land; editorials advocating equal 

rights for female athletes in Jackson; editorials calling for education reform; 

and editorials attacking corruption on the college board. I also wrote editori-

als calling for the consolidation of the smaller, academically weaker black 

colleges as a means of promoting integration, and I was criticized by some 

black leaders for doing that, but other than that, criticism of the editorial 

pages by African Americans was rare. One of the innovations I added to the 

op-ed page was a “man in the street” feature, which required a reporter and 

a photographer to stop people on the street to ask their opinion about the 

issues of the day. The result was a collection of photographs of white and 

black respondents; it was the fi rst time that photographs of blacks had ever 

been presented in a positive light in the editorial pages. As a result I got more 

hate mail and death threats for that than for anything else I had ever done at 

the newspaper. 

Another “fi rst” for the editorial pages was my addition of a weekly politi-

cal column written by the reporter who covered the legislature, David Hamp-

ton (he is now editorial director of the Clarion-Ledger). For all these years 

Hampton has thought that his benefactor was Bob Gordon, primarily because 

Gordon had told him that was the case. That wasn’t the way it happened at 

all. I personally asked Ward to allow the column, and he approved with the 

understanding that it would be my responsibility if Hampton ever stepped too 

far over the line to the left or right. He never did.
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One of the oddest things that happened at the Jackson Daily News while 

I was there was the discovery in 1980 that the assistant news editor, the per-

son who edited national news stories, was the leader of a neo-Nazi faction 

organizing in Jackson.9 The story came to light after a reporter infi ltrated the 

National Socialist White People’s Party, more commonly called the Nazi Party, 

and recognized its leader as being his colleague James “Beer Can” Quinn, a 

mild-mannered man with fuzzy hair and a beer gut. Quinn agreed to talk to 

him with the understanding that his identity not be disclosed. In the article 

Quinn was quoted as saying that he feared that the white man would soon 

become an endangered species. He added, “When I see a person with blonde 

hair and blue eyes, who I know to be Aryan, a true Nordic, I want to go up and 

just touch their hair. I feel insuffi cient because I am not as ideal in blood as I 

would want to be.” 

When Bob Gordon learned the identity of the Nazi Party’s leader, he over-

rode the reporter’s promise and fi red Quinn on the spot, causing the reporter 

to resign in protest. Quinn’s response to the fi ring was to say, “I love my peo-

ple. I love my race. If they fi nd that to be a crime, then that’s their belief. And 

I have mine.” He appealed to the ACLU for help but he was turned down on the 

grounds that there is no statute concerning protection of political beliefs in 

the private sector. One of his friends and coworkers, who asked not to be 

identifi ed, said that Quinn was a card-carrying Nazi, literally. He actually had 

a card in his wallet that identifi ed him as a Nazi. Said the friend: 

Two or three days [after his fi ring], I looked out the window of my 

apartment and saw him walking up the steps, carrying a six-pack of 

beer, just like old times. We shook hands and were glad to see each 

other. We sat in my living room, drank beer and just bullshitted like 

always. Then he got very serious. “I want you to know that I’ll never 

forget how you came up to me in the break room that day and in 

front of everybody sat down and talked to me like always. Every-

body ran out on me but you and I won’t ever forget that.” Then he 

said something that stunned me. “I want you to know that when we 

come to power, I’m going to see to it that you have a high position 

in the government.”
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Before I left the Daily News to accept a position as an editorial writer at 

the Commercial Appeal, my editorials won fi rst place in the annual Associated 

Press competition. I was told that it was the fi rst time in the newspaper’s his-

tory that it’d won an award for editorials. Ward was quite pleased.

I never understood why Jimmy Ward took such a liking to me. I was for civil 

rights, and he led the opposition against civil rights. I was an early opponent 

of the Vietnam War, and he fl ew combat missions in Vietnam as a member of 

the Mississippi Air National Guard. The day I left the newspaper, he posted in 

the newsroom a copy of the letter of reference he’d sent to the Commercial 

Appeal. In part, it read: “I have been associated with the Jackson Daily News 

since 1938 and editor for over 24 years. Please consider this the highest rec-

ommendation I have ever prepared for a departing employee and co-worker.” 

He attributed our relationship to “mutual respect and confi dence.” 

Several years ago I received a letter from Lloyd Gray, editor of the North-

east Mississippi Daily Journal, who commented, “We never could fi gure out 

how you got away with what you did.” The short answer is that at his core, 

Jimmy Ward was a decent human being who made mistakes about his posi-

tions on racial issues and lived long enough to regret them. The longer answer 

is that he was under siege by Robert Hederman’s brilliant son, Rea, who joined 

the Clarion-Ledger as executive editor and worked tirelessly to improve that 

newspaper. Ward’s solution to that threat was to hire the most liberal Missis-

sippian he could fi nd and turn him loose to shift the newspaper’s editorial 

position. I just happened to be in the right place at the right time. Frustrated 

by the Clarion-Ledger’s limited editorial options, Rea Hederman left Missis-

sippi to purchase the respected New York Review of Books, which he has led 

with distinction. Two years before Ward’s death, the Jackson Daily News and 

the Clarion-Ledger were sold to the Gannett Company, which shut down the 

Jackson Daily News in 1989, forever stilling its scrappy voice.

Voices of Reason

All in all, the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s were a disgraceful period for 
the U.S. media. Newspapers around the country routinely printed 
stories about the civil rights movement or the antiwar movement with-
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out verifying their accuracy or even their authorship. Television was 
just a bad, accepting news stories from government sources without 
ever questioning them or broadcasting opposing viewpoints. It wasn’t 
just a Mississippi problem; it was a national disgrace.

In some respects Mississippi was ahead of the curve. Most are 
aware of the tremendous contributions made by Hodding Carter and 
Hodding Carter III during the civil rights era, but fewer know of those 
of Hazel Brannon Smith, editor of the Lexington Advertiser and the 
Durant News, and Ira Harkey, editor of the Pascagoula Chronicle. 
Both editors were awarded Pulitzer Prizes for editorials that supported 
civil rights and criticized the political leadership for suppressing those 
rights. Harkey was always fond of pointing out that he won his Pulit-
zer on the same day that William Faulkner won his Pulitzer for his 
fi nal novel, The Reivers.

These days it is sometimes diffi cult to even imagine the strength 
of character and moral courage that it took for a handful of newspaper 
editors in Mississippi to stand up for a wide range of racially charged 
constitutional issues such as school desegregation, voting rights, and 
the right for all residents, regardless of color, to enter public buildings 
or dine in restaurants open to the public. 

Looking back on those days now is a little like watching Lonesome 
Dove and wondering if life was ever remotely like that. Yet the bad old 
days of the civil rights era really existed. For his opinions in favor of 
James Meredith entering the University of Mississippi—and his posi-
tions against Governor Ross Barnett, whose authority “to withhold 
citizenship from half our people” he questioned—Harkey received 
death threats and social alienation, and he endured boycotts against 
his newspaper that resulted in loss of readership and revenues.10 Still, 
Harkey stood fi rm for what he knew in his heart was the right thing 
to do. In an editorial he wrote, “For eight years, since the 1954 
Supreme Court ruling that cast out the separate-but-equal doctrine, 
our state has heard nothing but violent talk from its leaders. Only one 
or two politicians, almost no religious leaders and less than a half-
handful of newspapers tried to warn of the calamity that was being 
prepared.”
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Unlike Harkey and the Hodding Carters, Hazel Brannon Smith 
never once advocated racial integration—instead, she wrote, “We 
know that it is to the best interest of both races that segregation be 
maintained in theory and fact”—but she was a relentless foe of the 
Sovereignty Commission and the Citizens’ Council for the simple rea-
son that their hateful actions violated her concept of “Southern 
decency.” Her reputation as an editorial powerhouse began with a 
signed opinion piece that criticized the local sheriff for shooting a 
black man in the leg after he didn’t “get goin’” in response to an order 
from the offi cial. Smith wrote that the sheriff had “violated every 
concept of justice, decency and right in the treatment of some people” 
in the county, adding, “He has shown us without question that he is 
not fi t to occupy that high offi ce.” 

When the sheriff sued her for $57,500 in libel damages, Smith 
responded in print: “We don’t know whether to be fl attered at being 
sued for so much—or surprised that the sheriff places the value of his 
reputation at so little.” In another editorial she wrote, “There are some 
sheriffs in offi ce in Mississippi now who have lied to every man, 
woman and child in their counties—but they have no more remorse 
than an egg sucking dog.” The sheriff was awarded $10,000, but he 
thought that was not enough, so he appealed and the Mississippi 
Supreme Court reversed the lower court judgment and took away the 
$10,000. In a follow-up editorial Smith wrote: “I am a fi rm believer in 
our Southern traditions and racial segregation, but not at the expense 
of justice and truth.” Comments like that led to her being targeted by 
the Sovereignty Commission, which compiled more than 150 papers 
about her. The commission did everything it could to drive her out of 
the state, but she stood fi rm, responding in editorials with such head-
lines as State Gestapo Rule, Personal and Press Freedom Are 
at Stake.

On the surface she was a maze of contradictions. As tough as she 
was at the typewriter on issues about which she felt a passion, in 
person she was a gentle soul, and an attractive women with a child-
friendly face and delicate features. At the 1940 Democratic National 
Convention in Chicago, which she attended as a delegate, legendary 
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New York journalist Damon Runyon was so smitten by her that he 
wrote a story that called her the “prettiest delegate” at the 
convention.11

In 1962, Hodding Carter nominated Smith for the Pulitzer Prize 
for editorial writing.12 It didn’t stick. The following year, Hodding III 
nominated her. This time the Pulitzer committee listened and awarded 
her the prize in 1964, the fi rst woman to be cited for editorial writing. 
The week after her victory, she wrote a column that read:

Yesterday people may have fl ed in terror before the fl aming cross 
carried by a hooded knight. Today a loaded shotgun by the bed is 
standard equipment in most every Mississippi hut and hamlet—
and the hoodlum who comes to terrorize is more apt to get his 
hood blown off—and with it his head.13

Standing up for one’s rights seems so . . . well, ho-hum these days. 
Everyone does it, or so it seems. But that wasn’t the case back then, 
when standing up resulted in what amounted to a baptism of fi re. The 
Carters, the Smiths, the Harkeys of the state—all were ready and 
willing to stand tall. 
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Inside the FBI: 
The Truth 

About Mississippi

Maybe we didn’t know the FBI as well as we thought we did.
The FBI of today bears little resemblance to the FBI of the 1950s 

and 1960s, when FBI director J. Edgar Hoover operated the agency 
with a near-obsessive devotion to three concepts from which he never 
wavered. 

First was his belief that the FBI was defi ned by the integrity of 
the agents who worked in the fi eld. He was fond of telling agents, 
“One man didn’t build the FBI, but one man can tear it down.”1 Dur-
ing his tenure, agents, present and former, were expected to follow a 
high moral code of conduct that always refl ected well on the agency. 
In Hoover’s mind there was no category called “ex-agent.” Agents were 
expected to maintain the same code of conduct whether active or 
retired. It was unheard of for a former agent to work for an organiza-
tion that stood in opposition to the U.S. Constitution. 

Second was his belief in the FBI National Academy’s overt mis-
sion to foster cooperation between state and local law enforcement 
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and the FBI and a belief in its covert mission to monitor state and 
local law enforcement for early signs of subversive activity. By 1956 
more than three thousand local and state lawmen had participated in 
training at the academy. It was Hoover’s pet project, and he allowed 
only his most trusted agents to serve in important posts at the 
academy.

Third was Hoover’s determination to carry out a top-secret direc-
tive from President Roosevelt to investigate Communist activities 
throughout the country, prompting the FBI to declare war on the 
Communist Party. In time that “war” spilled over into the South. Dur-
ing the 1950s and 1960s, what united the Sovereignty Commission, 
the Citizens’ Councils, and the KKK was their strident insistence that 
the civil rights movement was somehow affi liated with the Russian 
Communist Party. 

Supporters of the civil rights movement felt it was absurd to link 
the movement to communism. As it turns out, there was a Commu-
nist connection to the Southern civil rights movement, at least in the 
early years. That did not become obvious until the turn of the millen-
nium, when Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, a Yale University history pro-
fessor, traveled to Russia to research the Communist Party’s 
involvement with the American civil rights movement. According to 
Gilmore the Communist Party set up two Southern districts from 
which to operate: District 17 included Alabama, Tennessee, Georgia, 
Mississippi, and Florida, with headquarters in Birmingham; and Dis-
trict 16, which included Virginia, North Carolina and South Carolina, 
with headquarters in Charlotte.2 

In her book Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots of Civil Rights, 
Gilmore reveals that Southern civil rights leaders traveled regularly to 
Russia to study and experience life under a Communist system. Some 
liked what they saw; others did not. The central core of civil rights 
activists who went to Russia included well-known fi gures such as 
NAACP secretary James Weldon Johnson, and lesser-known people 
such as the fi rst American-born black Communist, Lovett Fort-
Whiteman. 
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Understanding this tenuous connection is important because it 
explains, but does not justify, Hoover’s obsession with monitoring 
Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement. Hoover had 
evidence that some movement members were going to the Soviet 
Union, but he had no informants at the other end to report what was 
taking place among the Americans and the Soviets. That “evidence” 
proved to be dangerous in Hoover’s hands. He assumed the worst, 
which as it turned out was a gross overinterpretation of the facts. In 
retrospect it explains how otherwise moral people could be corrupted 
by Hoover into becoming racists because they mistakenly believed 
that civil rights activists were fronting for the Communist Party. 

Incredibly, Mississippi was the only Southern state in which the 
Communist Party was reluctant to recruit new members. In other 
words, despite the vitriolic railings of the Sovereignty Commission, 
the Citizens’ Councils, and the KKK, and the intense scrutiny of the 
FBI, the Mississippi civil rights movement was barren of Communist 
infl uence. It never existed. It was a factor only in Hoover’s paranoid 
mind. 

From the beginning it was obvious that the Mississippi Sover-
eignty Commission was walking in lockstep with J. Edgar Hoover. 
The agency’s mission mirrored the FBI’s mission against communism, 
though it did so in a more public manner. There is no “smoking gun” 
document that offi cially affi liates Hoover with the Mississippi Sover-
eignty Commission, but there is overwhelming circumstantial evi-
dence that he was not an innocent bystander to the work done by the 
Mississippi spy agency. From the time the commission was estab-
lished on May 2, 1956, until it was disbanded in 1973, it was staffed 
by ex-FBI agents and at the end of its existence it was under the direc-
tion of an ex-FBI agent with whom Hoover had a close association. 

As Hoover waged a secret war against civil rights, using Missis-
sippi as a test-tube specimen, the CIA chose a Mississippi-born man, 
Frank Wisner, to be in charge of its covert actions against commu-
nism.3 Refl ecting the conservative myopia of his Mississippi and Vir-
ginia upbringing, Wisner transformed the agency from one of 
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intelligence gathering to one of activism by undertaking a program of 
skullduggery that included sabotage, economic warfare, subversion, 
assistance to terrorist groups, and direct action, most of which were 
illegal in the countries in which they took place. Former CIA chief 
Richard Helms once described Wisner as a man who burned with “a 
zeal and intensity which imposed, unquestionably, an abnormal strain” 
on him. In 1958, Wisner suffered a nervous breakdown, diagnosed as 
manic depression, which resulted in him receiving a series of electro-
shock therapy treatments. Seven years after the treatments began, he 
blew his brains out with a shotgun. 

Mississippi was at the epicenter of secret government experimen-
tation during that era. Just off the coast of Mississippi, the U.S. Army 
maintained a top-secret facility to raise yellow fever mosquitoes for 
use as biological weapons. Not far from the authors’ hometown in the 
Delta, there was a secret satellite tracking station that was surrounded 
by barbed wire and dire warnings of what would happen to trespass-
ers. Seemingly, the feds were everywhere.

The FBI and the CIA had supreme confi dence in Mississippians 
as recruits for covert activity. They were not encumbered by the same 
devotion to equal rights that characterized recruits in other parts of 
the country. On a per capita basis, there were probably more recruits 
from Mississippi in the 1950s and 1960s than from any other state, 
providing the state with a reputation as “spook central.” Even today it 
is diffi cult to travel through the Delta without bumping into retired 
secret agents, many of whom have transformed themselves into gen-
tlemen farmers. 

Major FBI Players Inside the Sovereignty Commission 

FBI special agent Zack Van Landingham received a ground-fl oor 
appointment to the commission in 1956, when he was hired as an 
investigator. His fi rst assignment was to organize the commission’s 
fi ling system, using the FBI model as a guide. At the time, the FBI 
was undertaking its secret COINTELPRO domestic surveillance pro-
gram. The fi ling system for COINTELPRO, which was devised to 
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conceal illegally obtained information about American citizens, 
allowed the agency to keep a double set of books. For example, if an 
FBI agent obtained information without a court order, he forwarded 
it to FBI headquarters under a code name. That way the information 
could be fi led using the code name without giving any apparent indi-
cation of the fi le’s contents. If individuals named in the fi le suspected 
they had been spied on and succeeded in obtaining a court order to 
search the fi les, the search would come up empty unless they had 
knowledge of the code name used to conceal the information gath-
ered about them. It was that type of no-fault fi ling system Van Land-
ingham set up for the commission.

Van Landingham investigated a wide variety of cases, but he 
seemed obsessed with the perceived threat of subversion, as was 
Hoover. In his mind the NAACP was a Communist threat that had 
to be stopped dead in its tracks, despite never fi nding a single Com-
munist in Mississippi. One of his targets was Carl Braden, a former 
reporter for Newsweek and the Chicago Tribune who, along with his 
wife, Anne, helped a black family in Louisville, Kentucky, purchase 
a home in a white neighborhood in 1954, an act of generosity that 
earned him a fi fteen-year prison sentence, which was overturned after 
he served eight months in prison.4 Shortly before he showed up in 
Clarksdale to work on behalf of the NAACP, Braden refused to coop-
erate with the House Un-American Activities Committee, for which 
he received a nine-month prison sentence. At a hearing before the 
Mississippi General Legislative Investigating Committee, whose pur-
pose it was to probe alleged Communist activities in the state, Van 
Landingham testifi ed that Braden’s organization, the Southern Con-
ference Educational Fund, a racially integrated group whose goal was 
to end segregation, was un-American.

The following year Van Landingham swung to the other end of 
the political spectrum when he was sent to Clarksdale to investigate 
Paul Clark, a descendent of the town’s founding family. In his report 
he stated that a House of Representatives member from that district 
told him Clark was a “crackpot and very radical.” He continued: “He 
said that Clark is a segregationist but that he also hates the Jews. 
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They won’t let him join the Citizens Council at Clarksdale because 
they are unable to control his actions and believe that he would give 
the Citizens’ Council a black eye.”5 Van Landingham said he couldn’t 
confi rm that Clark was the head of a neo-Fascist organization, as a 
New Hampshire newspaper apparently had reported.

In Van Landingham’s eyes, racial equality was a creation of Com-
munists and Nazis who wanted to destroy Mississippi Values. 

John D. Sullivan was a retired FBI agent who worked in the 1960s for 
the Mississippi Sovereignty Commission, the Citizens’ Council, and 
segregationist senator James O. Eastland. A native of Vicksburg, he 
established a detective agency named Delta Investigative Bureau, 
with an offi ce in Vicksburg, about an hour’s drive from Jackson.

Sullivan started working for the commission in 1958 as an inde-
pendent contractor, but he asked to be hired full-time in 1965, after 
a U.S. Supreme Court ruling that he felt opened “the fl oodgates for 
the movement of more Communists and Communist sympathizers 
into Mississippi.”6 According to commission director Erle Johnston, 
who sent a memo to the governor about his conversation with Sulli-
van, the former FBI agent argued that the commission should develop 
“a broader and more comprehensive program for investigating subver-
sives and fi ling information.” If such policy were adopted, reported 
Johnston, Sullivan would give up his lucrative private agency and work 
full-time for the state.

When the governor expressed a feeling that the state could not 
afford to pay Sullivan a salary high enough to compensate for him 
closing down his agency, Sullivan agreed to continue working as an 
independent contractor. He was especially interested in Tougaloo Col-
lege, an all-black institution just north of Jackson. The Sovereignty 
Commission had a highly placed informant at the college, and Sulli-
van urged Johnston not to disclose his identity under any circum-
stances: “A good informant is a jewel to be highly prized and protected 
because if nothing else to remain true to the promise you no doubt 
made to him, plus the fact that when you expose him you are closing 
the door on further information.” He urged Johnston never to use 
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information from the informant in a court of law: “Remember the FBI 
has been forced to bring their fi les in many cases.”7 

Sullivan also advised the commission on surveillance techniques. 
In a 1964 report, he wrote that highway patrol personnel should be 
trained in the use of surveillance equipment such as tape recorders 
and cameras, adding, “Also, they should be able to disguise their talk 
over radio so if a person is listening he won’t be able to know for sure 
he is being surveilled.”8

In the summer of 1967, Sullivan went fi shing on a lake near Vicks-
burg and then returned to his home, where later in the day he was 
found dead in his bedroom. Authorities ruled his death a suicide. 

In the weeks that followed, commission director Johnston spoke 
to Sullivan’s widow about purchasing her husband’s fi les and books 
for the Sovereignty Commission. She told him that she would think 
about it, but when he didn’t hear back from her, he wrote her a letter 
that expressed his continuing interest in the fi les and books. When 
she didn’t respond to his letter, he sent investigator Andrew Hopkins 
to Vicksburg to discuss the matter with her. Since she was at work 
when he arrived, Hopkins went to the police station and telephoned 
her from there. In his report Hopkins stated that Mrs. Sullivan said 
she’d decided not to dispose of the materials in that manner. Instead, 
she explained to Hopkins, she burned all of his fi les because of the 
confi dential nature of the information in them. As far as the books 
were concerned, she stated that most of them had been loaned out to 
people who had not returned them. 

FBI special agent Webb Burke played a larger role in the Mississippi 
Sovereignty Commission than any other agent.9 Born in Hattiesburg, 
Mississippi, the son of a U.S. Postal Service superintendent, Burke 
entered the University of Mississippi in 1923 and impressed his pro-
fessors as a country boy whose outgoing personality and athletic prow-
ess compensated for his lack of academic performance.

Burke lettered in three sports at Ole Miss—football, basketball, 
and baseball—and garnered a reputation as a campus hero. He was 
the captain of the football team in 1926, and the following year he 
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was presented the highest athletic award given at the university, the 
Norris Trophy. Burke ended up spending six years at Ole Miss, gradu-
ating in 1929 with a law degree. He moved to Jackson, where he 
signed on as a pitcher with the Jackson Senators, a minor league 
baseball franchise. He pitched thirteen games, winning twelve of 
them, but then abruptly quit and moved to Memphis, where he settled 
into his fi rst full-time job as a football coach at Southwestern (now 
Rhodes College). 

Burke did everything right at Southwestern, except win football 
games. After a losing season his contract was not extended and he was 
forced to look for employment elsewhere. He quickly landed a coaching 
position at Jonesboro High School in Arkansas, just across the Missis-
sippi River from Memphis. That job lasted only three years, after which 
Burke was hired as an assistant coach at the University of Mississippi, 
where he stayed for fi ve years before being asked to leave. 

After three unsuccessful coaching jobs, Burke decided that his 
future was not in college sports and applied for a position as an FBI 
special agent. In November 1937, Burke was interviewed by FBI agent 
J. E. Clegg, who reported that Burke had coarse features, answered 
general questions vaguely, and was not likely to develop as an agent. 
He impressed Clegg as being “a boxer or hardened athlete,” someone 
who was “slow of speech and gave the impression of being below the 
average mentally.” According to the FBI interviewer, Burke “was ques-
tioned very thoroughly on matters which the ordinary educated man 
would know and most of his answers were very poor. In answer to 
questions, he stated that the population of New York City is ‘slightly 
over two hundred million’ and the population of the United States is 
‘approximately two billion.’”

Burke was not offered a job, but it is unclear whether he volun-
tarily withdrew his application or was formally turned down (his FBI 
personnel fi les does not address that issue). Shortly after Burke learned 
that he would not be given an FBI appointment, Mississippi governor 
Hugh White approached T. B. Birdsong, a former Ole Miss professor, 
and offered him the state’s top law enforcement job, commissioner of 
the Mississippi Highway Patrol. Birdsong accepted the appointment 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   240devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   240 4/1/09   10:59:58 PM4/1/09   10:59:58 PM



 Inside the FBI: The Truth About Mississippi 241

only on the condition that Webb Burke would be appointed his assis-
tant, a job that also carried the title of Highway Patrol Chief. It was 
an odd stipulation that was not challenged by the governor.

In 1940, less than two years into that job, Burke reapplied for a 
job with the FBI, only this time he attached considerable political 
clout to his application. Listed as references were Governor Hugh 
White, a congressman who had declined to be a reference for his 1937 
application but this time around enthusiastically recommended him 
for the job, a U.S. senator, the mayor of Oxford, and his boss, Com-
missioner Birdsong, all of whom provided Burke with splendid 
references. 

Burke underwent a second background check by an agent who 
had attended Ole Miss with him. Indeed the two men had been mem-
bers of Beta Theta Pi social fraternity. Most of the people interviewed 
spoke highly of Burke; however, when a former high school classmate 
of Burke’s was interviewed, he said that he did not think of Burke as 
the smooth type, but if the bureau wanted someone to “go out and get 
’em,” Burke was the man for the job. Said the report: “He [the class-
mate] is of the opinion that Webb Burke is the type of man who could 
not conduct an unbiased investigation, allowing his personal feelings 
to sway his judgment. He said he has no personal dislike toward him 
and he wanted to express it frankly.” 

A little over four months after Burke reapplied with the FBI, he 
was sworn in as a $3,200-a-year special agent, swearing to “support 
and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, 
foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the 
same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation 
or purpose of evasion.” Because of his police training at the highway 
patrol, Burke was assigned as a fi rearms instructor at the FBI acad-
emy at Quantico, Virginia, where he was responsible for training new 
agents, bureau offi cials, supervisors, and members of the Washington 
fi eld offi ce. Henry S. Sloan, the special agent in charge of the acad-
emy, soon named Burke acting director in his absence.

By June 24, 1960, Burke had moved on to the FBI’s Newark, New 
Jersey, offi ce, where he was the agent-in-charge. On that date he met 
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with J. Edgar Hoover in his offi ce to receive an award to commemo-
rate his twenty years of service with the agency. Hoover presented 
him with a personal letter that read: 

The record you have maintained has been an exceptional one and 
you have taken command of your heavy responsibilities with con-
fi dence and have inspired respect in others as to your ability and 
leadership. Your years of service have played an integral part in 
the achievement of the Bureau and you have made valuable con-
tributions to the esteem with which the FBI is held.

After accepting the award and the letter, Burke notifi ed Hoover 
of his desire to retire from the agency. A few days later Burke sent 
Hoover a letter explaining his decision: “As I indicated to you, the 
Bureau has been my life for the last twenty years and certainly it was 
not without a great deal of serious thought that I reached the decision 
to apply for retirement, and for the specifi c reason that I mentioned 
to you.” He added, “I most certainly want to reassure you of my com-
plete loyalty to you and to the Bureau. I stand ready to be of assistance 
at any time.” 

On July 6, 1960, Hoover wrote him back, saying, “You have served 
the Bureau in numerous positions of responsibility with a loyalty and 
devotion which have been admirable. Your contributions have been 
noteworthy, and I want to take this opportunity to express my thanks. 
I am grateful for your kind remarks and your offer to be of assistance 
in the future.”

Eight years later Burke accepted the position as director of the 
Mississippi Sovereignty Commission, where he remained until the 
commission was disbanded in 1973, one year after the death of FBI 
director J. Edgar Hoover. He stayed in close contact with the bureau, 
receiving a letter from the new FBI director, Clarence Kelley, in Janu-
ary 1977 informing him of an upcoming visit to Jackson. The contents 
of the letter are not known, since it was redacted from his personnel 
fi le, along with hundreds of other documents. We do have Burke’s 
handwritten response, addressed “Dear Clarence,” in which he asked 
to meet with him while he was in town. Burke wrote, “I know quite 
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well that times have been rough and don’t you ever forget that I stand 
ready to ask anyone to give the proper aid and assistance to you as 
director to the FBI that we know.”

Webb Burke died of natural causes on June 19, 1987, at the age 
of eighty-one. Upon his death his wife wrote to acting FBI director 
John Otto to request permission to attach an FBI emblem to her hus-
band’s tombstone. Approval was granted.

J. Edgar Hoover Visits Jackson

Ten days after former CIA director Allen Dulles traveled to Missis-
sippi in June 1964 to meet with Governor Paul B. Johnson, President 
Lyndon Johnson had a fateful conversation with FBI director J. Edgar 
Hoover. Asked the president, “How many people can you bring in 
there? . . . I think you ought to put fi fty, a hundred people after this 
Klan. . . . Their very presence may save us a division of soldiers. . . . I 
read a dozen of your reports here last night, here till one o’clock, on 
Communists, and they can’t open their mouth without your knowing 
what they’re saying.”

“Very true,” said Hoover.
“Now I don’t want these Klansmen to open their mouth without 

your knowing what they’re saying. . . . We ought to have intelligence 
on that state because that’s gonna be the most dangerous thing we 
have this year.”

Within hours after the president’s conversation with Hoover, 
Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964. By then 
Hoover was already making plans for a visit to Mississippi to 
address the concerns that Governor Johnson had made to Dulles. 
According to Frank Barber, a longtime political operative who was 
on the governor’s staff, Johnson had requested two favors of the 
president. The fi rst was for the FBI to open an offi ce in Jackson. 
The second was for the FBI to accept more Mississippians into the 
FBI Academy.10

Hoover was not enthusiastic about the trip, not just because he 
resented Dulles’s involvement in what he considered a domestic mat-
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ter—indeed, Hoover considered the CIA a continuing threat to his 
control of domestic surveillance—but because he felt he had the situ-
ation under control in Jackson. While in Jackson, Hoover met with 
the governor, Attorney General Joe Patterson, highway patrol commis-
sioner T. B. Birdsong, Jackson Daily News editor Jimmy Ward, and 
Clarion-Ledger editor Tom Hederman, on the top fl oor of the First 
Federal Building. Prior to that Hoover had talked privately with Bird-
song on the drive in from the airport.

When Hoover returned to Washington, he sent a letter to Bird-
song thanking him for his hospitality. Birdsong responded with a letter 
that expressed approval of a “close association” with the bureau and 
concluded with assurances of “our abiding friendship and desire to 
cooperate with your department.” 

Hoover’s visit to Jackson and the governor’s request for more FBI 
involvement came as a surprise to Sovereignty Commission director 
Erle Johnston, who seemed confused by the state publicly embracing 
the FBI. Memos and correspondence of that time make it clear that 
the governor had no knowledge of the extent to which former FBI 
agents worked with the commission. Likewise, Johnston, who was 
fully aware of the extent with which the commission worked with the 
FBI, was not aware of governor Johnson’s past history as a detective 
in the New Orleans police department. Barber once described the 
governor as a “cops and robbers” kind of guy, and it is clear that he 
was infatuated with the G-man image associated with the FBI.

Once the new FBI offi ce opened and agents began working the 
state in large numbers, agents learned that the highway patrol was a 
weak link in law enforcement, primarily because the department was 
infi ltrated by Klansmen. When the FBI asked to interview patrolmen 
suspected of being Klan members, the department stonewalled the 
agency and refused to authorize the interviews. FBI agent Jim Ingram, 
who was in charge of violent crimes associated with civil rights cases, 
went to Birdsong to talk with him about the problem. He asked how 
the FBI could resolve the cases if Birdsong didn’t allow the troopers 
to be interviewed. Birdsong relented and the troopers cooperated with 
the FBI. Recalls Ingram: “The troopers didn’t mind it. They could tell 
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their story, instead of being hung out to dry and indicted without their 
side of the story being told.”11

Later in the year, after a series of bombings in McComb, Erle 
Johnston wrote a memo to Governor Johnson in which he said the FBI 
had asked the Sovereignty Commission to share the information in its 
fi les. Johnston was disturbed by the request. Noting the highway 
patrol’s decision to cooperate with the FBI, Johnston wrote, “We 
would like to know from you whether the Sovereignty Commission 
also should cooperate with the FBI and, if so, to what extent.”

Unknown to Johnston, Special Agent Roy Moore, head of the new 
FBI fi eld offi ce in Jackson, had provided the governor with a list of 
law enforcement offi cials in the state who were suspected of member-
ship in the Ku Klux Klan. The list included names of highway patrol 
offi cers, game wardens, city marshals, town constables, and county 
sheriffs. Said Moore, “If you intend taking any action against the 
above-named individuals, their Klan membership should be estab-
lished by separate investigation as this Bureau would be unable to 
produce any individuals to testify at any necessary hearings.”

Governor Johnson passed the letter on to Commissioner Birdsong, 
who replied to the agent in a letter dated August 24. “I deeply appreci-
ate this information,” said Birdsong. “Steps have now been taken to 
eliminate this situation, in part.”

Once Klansmen had been purged from the highway patrol, the 
FBI made an unusual request. It asked that a highway patrolman be 
assigned to each agent. “That worked out well because when we went 
out to interview Klansmen and other suspects, you had not only the 
federal government, but also the state—and the sheriffs got the mes-
sage,” recalls Ingram. “We had sheriffs that also were members of the 
Klan. When we arrived with highway patrolmen, they began to look 
at their situation also. We started naming names. The highway patrol 
came out in full force, too. The highway patrol can play rough.”

By September, Johnston had fi gured out that the governor had 
forged a working relationship with the new FBI bureau offi ce in Jack-
son. In a cryptic September memo, Johnston notifi ed the governor 
that the FBI had cleared his upcoming speech in Pontotoc: “They 
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agree with us that the Justice Department should publicize its fi nd-
ings in all those cases where there is no evidence to justify charges.” 

Was Johnson unaware that the FBI had two presences in Jackson? 
One public and focused on solving civil rights crimes—and the other 
secret and focused on assisting the Sovereignty Commission in its 
efforts to maintain segregation? In the immediate wake of Hoover’s 
visit, there is no indication from the correspondence between the 
commission and the governor that the latter had any knowledge of the 
depth of the FBI’s involvement with the commission. However, it may 
be surmised that Johnson subsequently was educated about the mat-
ter from someone on his staff, because by late October, Johnston had 
dictated a revealing memo for the fi le:

The Sovereignty Commission has been ordered by the Governor’s 
offi ce not to reveal any information in the Commission’s offi ce to 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation except on specifi c cases. Even 
on specifi c cases, they must be cleared with the Governor’s offi ce 
before any information is revealed. The investigator staff of the 
Sovereignty Commission has been so notifi ed of this policy.

FBI Agents Not Associated with the Commission 

Joseph Sullivan was the FBI agent who was sent to Mississippi in 
1964 to supervise the investigation of the murders of Michael Schwer-
ner, James Chaney, and Andrew Goodman, the civil rights activists 
killed near Philadelphia. (He was not related to John D. Sullivan, the 
former agent who worked for the Sovereignty Commission.) Before 
the investigation was concluded, Sullivan oversaw more than 250 FBI 
agents who were assigned to the case. Based in the New Jersey bureau, 
he was a legendary agent who was involved in some of the major cases 
of the 1960s and 1970s.

Only months prior to being sent to Mississippi, he was instrumen-
tal in protecting President Lyndon Johnson from a bomb threat in 
Florida. In that instance he went to Jacksonville, Florida, and learned 
that the bombers planned to assassinate the president while he trav-
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eled by train. Sullivan fi gured out which bridge had been targeted and 
crawled along the bridge in the dead of night until he found the bomb. 
As he removed the explosive, other FBI agents fl agged down the presi-
dential train as it neared the bridge, allowing Sullivan enough time to 
complete his work. He was also instrumental in solving a Gambino 
crime family truck theft operation in New York City, and he played a 
role in identifying James Earl Ray as the assassin in the 1968 murder 
of Martin Luther King.

Joseph Sullivan died on August 2, 2002, after fi ghting cancer for 
quite some time. Leave it to a fi ction writer to approximate the truth 
about the man. Wrote novelist Tom Clancy, “Joe Sullivan has been 
the defender of our rights. He has held the most valuable of public 
trusts. He has been the guardian of our constitution.”

Jim Ingram’s introduction to Mississippi Values was a fi ery one.12 As 
a young FBI agent working in the New York offi ce, Ingram received a 
telephone call in 1964 from a friend and fellow agent, John Proctor, 
who recently had been assigned to the Meridian, Mississippi, offi ce. 
Proctor wanted him to come to Mississippi. J. Edgar Hoover was 
sending agents by the dozens to Mississippi to investigate the case 
involving the missing civil rights workers in Philadelphia. After speak-
ing to Proctor, the Oklahoma-born Ingram asked Hoover for permis-
sion to go to Mississippi. 

Recalls Ingram: “Of course, many of the New York agents said, 
‘Ingram, you’re crazy!’ I was not from Mississippi, I was from Okla-
homa, and they said, ‘You don’t want to go to Mississippi. You’re going 
to work seven days a week. You’re going to get threats. You’re going to 
be surrounded by rednecks. You’re going to have to deal with snakes 
in your car. That’s the worst place you could ever go.’ After hearing all 
that, I talked to Proctor again and he said, ‘Oh, it’s not so bad.’”

Ingram and Proctor were part of the team that worked under 
agent Joseph Sullivan. To Ingram and many other agents, Sullivan was 
“one of the premier investigators in the world. He was brilliant, and 
he knew how to organize. He was single, no children, so he had all 
the time, twenty-four hours a day, to devote to Mississippi.”
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Ingram quickly learned that he had his hands full investigating 
the Philadelphia case. He notes that there’s a different atmosphere in 
Neshoba County today than there was in those days. 

No one cared whether Schwerner lived or died. Goodman just 
happened to be in Mississippi for a few days. The Klan was after 
“Goatee” [Schwerner], as they called him. Goatee was targeted for 
death. It was just a matter of time. The agents had a most diffi cult 
time with the townspeople and the offi cials. We are taught to do 
the investigation, gather the facts and present them to the U.S. 
Attorney and then step out. It was a different situation in Missis-
sippi because we were gathering facts that the state should have 
gathered and we were then presenting these facts to the authori-
ties and they were turning their backs and saying, “Not enough 
evidence.” The FBI had no jurisdiction whatsoever, but when the 
president orders the director of the FBI, no matter what the cost, 
no matter what it takes, “I want these cases solved,” that’s a pretty 
good instruction from the most powerful person in the world, so 
we did. That’s what irritated so many of the citizens of Missis-
sippi. Their lawyers told them, “You don’t have to talk to the FBI. 
You can tell them to leave your property,” and they were correct. 
But it was clear that the U.S. government was going to follow all 
the rules and all the non-rules to get the Schwerner, Goodman, 
and Chaney case into court—and we were very happy with the 
outcome.

Of course, the Philadelphia case never would have been solved 
without informants. Ingram and the other agents accomplished that 
in various ways, but the most brilliant means was worthy of a psycho-
logical warfare expert. The agents would watch a Klan suspect’s home 
until he left, and then they’d knock on the door and ask his wife if he 
was there. She’d say, no—he’s gone to work. The agents then would 
ask, “Would you mind too much if we came in for a cup of coffee?” 
Invariably, they’d be invited into the house, which more often than 
not would be just a notch or two above a shanty. After they were 
seated at the kitchen table, sipping coffee, making small talk about 
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the weather, an agent, his voice sterner, would inform the suspect’s 
wife that the FBI knew about her husband’s involvement with the 
Klan. They’d let her know in no uncertain terms that he was headed 
for jail. Once the shock of that set in, the agents would offer to “help” 
her husband stay out of jail. We don’t want him to go to jail any more 
than you do. As soon as the hook was set, they’d offer to help the fam-
ily with fi nancial support. One line was “We can pay your husband 
more to help us than he’s making now at that job of his.” If the sus-
pect’s wife said she’d be afraid he’d be killed if he informed on the 
Klan, the answer was always “We won’t let that happen.” If you work 
at it, with a little imagination you can hear those wives talking to their 
husbands when they got home after work. 

“What’d the Klan ever do for you?”
“We need the money, honey.”
“I’ll tell you one thing, if you don’t take that free money, I’m taking 

the kids and going home to Mama.”
Not surprisingly, it worked. Not every time, but enough. Women 

were key to breaking the cases. In the end breaking the cases was all 
about informants. Ingram recalls that the FBI had informants all over 
the state. Every Klan member had an agent assigned to him or her. 
“When Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in Memphis, I was 
in Jackson and got a call from Memphis asking me to get all my agents 
going. We had every agent in Mississippi knocking on doors.” The 
plan he devised was to have his agents “eyeball” their Klan subjects 
so that they could verify their whereabouts. “If they were working the 
night shift, they had to go there and see him. Then we would go down 
the list and say these are the ones that we know could not have been 
in Memphis and these are the ones we couldn’t fi nd.” 

One of the people who immediately came to mind as a possible 
suspect in King’s murder was J. B. Stoner, the Georgia segregationist 
who was the longtime chairman of the National States’ Rights Party, 
the political arm of the KKK. But as it turned out, Stoner was speak-
ing in Meridian at the time of the murder. Recalls Ingram: “Our 
agents were across the street in a building with the lights off monitor-
ing what was going on. All of a sudden they heard cheering and clap-
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ping. The people in the audience had just gotten word on the radio 
that King had been assassinated. They ended up jumping out in the 
streets. At least the agents knew where J. B. Stoner was that night.”

One of the untold stories about the FBI’s “invasion” of Mississippi 
was that not all the agents were of the same mind. Not all of the FBI 
agents ordered to Mississippi showed up. Ingram recalls that some 
resigned from the FBI rather than go to Mississippi.

They called and talked to agents already here and they said, “Don’t 
come here.” I had agents call me from New York and I said, “It’s 
exactly the way you’ve heard it. You’ll work six and a half days a 
week. You’ll have Sunday morning to go to church and do your 
laundry, but you’ll have to be at work at one o’clock Sunday after-
noon. You’ll not only work six and a half days a week, you’ll work 
fourteen or fi fteen hours a day. You won’t be sleeping much. You’ll 
be traveling and staying at some of the worst places you’ve ever 
stayed in your life.” That’s why we had agents coming in, going 
out. Some of the agents showed up, but their wives wouldn’t 
come.

Along with investigating violent cases, the FBI was asked to look 
into violations of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that dealt with public 
accommodations. Basically the law said that restaurants and hotels 
could not discriminate against African Americans by preventing them 
from eating in the same room with whites or by having a “white only” 
restroom inside the business and a “colored” restroom outside the 
building. Recalls Ingram: “We had a squad that did nothing but check 
accommodations. It was called the ‘crapper squad.’ They had to go out 
and check facilities around the state that had separate facilities. I’m 
telling you, there were a lot of agents who didn’t want to work that 
squad.” 

Prior to the civil rights murders in Philadelphia, the FBI offi ce in 
Memphis handled all the cases from Memphis to Jackson, and the 
FBI offi ce in New Orleans handled the cases from Jackson to the 
coast. Once Hoover opened the offi ce in Jackson, agents had to travel 
the length and width of the state, a distance of four hundred miles 
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from Memphis to the Gulf Coast. When Ingram arrived in Missis-
sippi, agents started working cases all over the state, an escalation of 
federal authority that many citizens had a diffi cult time accepting. At 
that time, Ingram recalls, the Citizens’ Council ran things north of 
Jackson and the Klan ran things to the south. Recalls Ingram: “The 
council members in the Delta were the respected people there. They 
didn’t want to say they were in the Klan, but they held the same 
views. If violence came from others, well, that was all right with 
them.”

Ingram was transferred out of Mississippi in 1970 and assigned to 
the Washington, D.C., offi ce, where he became an inspector and trav-
eled the world on behalf of the FBI, serving in South America, Mex-
ico, and Canada, before fi nally returning to Washington to serve as 
deputy assistant director at the bureau. Before retiring he headed up 
the New York and Chicago bureaus, the two largest offi ces in the 
country. 

Ingram’s career took many surprising turns during the thirty-plus 
years he worked for the FBI, but none were as surprising as his deci-
sion to live out his retirement in Mississippi. “I came back to Missis-
sippi because I fell in love with it. Mississippi is fi lled with tremendous 
people. There is a lot of talent here.” Three of his sons enrolled at Ole 
Miss; two of them became lawyers and set up practices in Jackson.

Once Ingram returned to Mississippi, one thing led to another 
and he ended up heading up the Mississippi Highway Patrol from 
1992 to 2000, the very agency that had caused him so much grief in 
the 1960s. After he retired from the patrol, he thought his career in 
law enforcement was over, but in 2005 his life took another dramatic 
turn when the FBI asked him to return to work to help with investiga-
tions on cold-case murders from the civil rights era. 

John Proctor, an FBI agent stationed in Meridian during the 1960s, 
is credited with breaking the case involving Schwerner, Chaney, and 
Goodman. Born in Reform, Alabama, he spent ten years keeping 
Soviet diplomats under surveillance at the United Nations, before 
being assigned to Mississippi, where he was responsible for investigat-

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   251devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   251 4/1/09   10:59:59 PM4/1/09   10:59:59 PM



252 Complete Breakdown

ing civil rights violations, Indian reservation crimes, and interstate 
auto theft.

Proctor is the tough-talking prototype for the character played by 
Gene Hackman in the 1988 movie Mississippi Burning. Proctor 
worked closely with Joseph Sullivan, the FBI’s ace major-case inspec-
tor, to solve the Philadelphia murders. 

One day Proctor got word that a Mississippi store owner had 
bragged he was going to beat the hell out of any FBI agent who entered 
his store. Proctor went to the business and called the owner to the 
front of the store, causing the customers and clerks to stop what they 
were doing to watch. Once the owner stepped into view, Proctor said, 
“You stated last night that if an FBI agent came in here, you were 
going to beat the hell out of him. Well, sir, I’m an FBI agent. I’m not 
armed. And I’m waiting for you to try to beat hell [sic] out of me.”

The shaken owner mumbled that it was all a misunderstanding.
Proctor said, “I think in the future it would be better if you didn’t 

make threats.”
Then, without another word, he turned and left. 
When Proctor retired from the FBI in 1978, he opened a detective 

agency in Meridian. Interviewed several years before his death, Proc-
tor refused to discuss the Philadelphia case, saying, “I’m not a hero. I 
did my job.”

Surprising Conclusions

The undercover agent who went to Selma, Alabama, at the end of 
May 1964, just three weeks before the murder of Schwerner, Good-
man, and Chaney in Philadelphia, to purchase two .38-caliber revolv-
ers for the Sovereignty Commission, was Jerry Harrison, owner of 
Harrison Detective Agency, which had offi ces in the King Edward 
Hotel in Jackson.13 In July, Harrison contacted commission investiga-
tor Andrew Hopkins again, this time with the claim that the Justice 
Department had sent its own operative, code named “Savage,” to Ala-
bama to purchase guns for a local group. 
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It was Harrison’s belief that the Justice Department was involved 
in a conspiracy to arm “troublemakers.” In his report to the commis-
sion, Hopkins admitted that it was a “pretty wild story” but not one 
that he discounted. What troubled him was that he knew of no law 
enforcement offi cials who purchased fi rearms from the federal gov-
ernment. The gist of Hopkins’s report was that if the Justice Depart-
ment wasn’t purchasing fi rearms for state law enforcement offi cers, 
whom were the weapons for? 

Since it is highly unlikely that federal prosecutors or active FBI 
agents were purchasing illegal weapons to pass on to “troublemakers,” 
it is reasonable to conclude that Harrison’s source was correct about 
the weapons but incorrect about the agency that was passing the 
weapons on to these so-called troublemakers. 

The mystery deepened ten days after Hopkins reported Harrison’s 
information, when the bodies of Schwerner, Goodman, and Chaney 
were uncovered beneath the earthen dam. At the autopsy one bullet 
was removed from the left lung of Michael Schwerner. One bullet was 
removed from “near the chest” of Andrew Goodman. And three bul-
lets were removed from the body of James Chaney. Ballistic experts 
concluded that all fi ve of the bullets were fi red from the same type 
weapon—a .38-caliber pistol. The fi ve bullets were identifi ed as 
“reloads,” indicating they had been hand-loaded and not purchased in 
a store. 

The fact that .38-caliber weapons were used in the killing, the 
same caliber weapons purchased by the Sovereignty Commission—
combined with Harrison’s information that a government agency was 
purchasing fi rearms for “troublemakers”—opens the door to the likely 
possibility that someone affi liated with the commission passed the 
fi rearms on to the KKK for use in the murders. It was no secret that 
the commission was staffed by ex-FBI agents, and it would not have 
been unreasonable for a Klansman to think the weapons were being 
furnished by the FBI itself, causing them to inadvertently supply mis-
leading information to Harrison. Supporting that theory is the fact 
that the pistols mysteriously disappeared from the commission offi ces 
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and were not listed in subsequent agency inventories—and the fact 
that the murder weapons were never found by authorities.

Interviewed fi ve years before his death, retired FBI agent Joseph 
Sullivan, who liked to describe himself as a “country boy” from a 
Wisconsin mining town, said that he was very much aware of the 
Sovereignty Commission. “I was aware that they had money. I always 
suspected the White Knights were funded in some fashion by the 
commission. In the years that followed, I wish we’d done some prob-
ing in that area. The problem was that we had nothing that would 
allow us to subpoena [commission] documents.”14 

Sullivan said he knew the commission was watching his agents, 
but not to the extent later revealed in the commission’s secret fi les. 
Nor was he aware of the private banking account used by the com-
mission. Asked if he thought that New Orleans mobster Carlos Mar-
cello, a notorious racist and Klan supporter, could have contributed 
money to a secret bank account maintained by the commission, he 
answered in the affi rmative. “It would have been part of the price of 
doing business.” 

Webb Burke’s name also arose during the interview. Burke did not 
become commission director until 1968, four years after the Philadel-
phia murders, but Sullivan was aware of his activities with the com-
mission. “As far as I know Burke wasn’t fraternizing with the Jackson 
agents, and that always surprised me. He was always a real gung ho 
FBI type and I would have expected him to [have had more contact 
with local FBI agents]. There is no indication that our confi dence was 
betrayed in any way [by Burke], whatever else may have gone on.”

There is no one who had a more intimate knowledge of the Phila-
delphia murders and the personalities of the individuals involved than 
FBI agent Joseph Sullivan. If he suspected that the commission was 
giving support to the KKK, as he stated in an interview with the 
authors, that suspicion is reason enough to give serious consideration 
to the possibility that the commission supplied the Klan with the 
weapons used in the murders. Asked if he thought that the commis-
sion could have been involved with the murders, Sullivan did not 
think the question was out of line: “If you can tie Sam Bowers in any 
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way to the state [you would have the link]. Bowers must have had 
some people working with him. There may be a whole area of con-
spiracies there.”15 

Former FBI agent Jim Ingram confi rmed Sullivan’s interest in the 
commission. “He was very concerned over what the commission had 
been doing over the years. Were they funding the Klan? That was one 
of his questions. Were they providing the Klan with weapons? Were 
they providing the Klan other means? Were they shielding Klan mem-
bers in their church-burning activities? He wanted to get into their 
fi nances. Joe and I talked about that after I was transferred out of 
Mississippi. We spent hours together restructuring the MIBURN 
case. [MIBURN is the code name that the FBI gave to the civil rights 
investigations in Mississippi.] The Sovereignty Commission was one 
of the things that he always felt he should have gotten into.”

After Sullivan left Mississippi, he spoke to Roy Moore, the agent 
in charge of the Jackson offi ce, regarding his concerns about the com-
mission, but Moore told him that he had his hands full with other 
cases and didn’t have time to pursue the commission. Moore, who 
had once worked for Burke and considered him a friend, told Sullivan 
that Burke had assured him “everything is on the up and up” at the 
commission.

In 1968, the year Burke was appointed director of the commis-
sion, Mississippi Highway Patrol head T. B. Birdsong, Burke’s mentor 
and sponsor for a job with the FBI, was in his fi nal year of service. Of 
the three top law enforcement agencies in the state—the FBI, the 
highway patrol, and the offi ce of the attorney general—Burke had 
personal relationships with individuals in two, and in the third, Attor-
ney General Joe Patterson was an actual member of the Sovereignty 
Commission.

Moore, who remained in charge of the Mississippi offi ce until 
1971 and then again from 1973 to 1974, never looked back at the 
Sovereignty Commission, allowing the commission to close its doors 
without ever coming under needed investigative scrutiny by the FBI, 
despite agent Joseph Sullivan’s concerns. There is no hard evidence 
that Moore and Birdsong actively conspired with Burke, based on 
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their friendships, to protect the commission from a criminal investiga-
tion, but there is enough circumstantial evidence to make the case 
that during the 1950s and 1960s, Hoover’s FBI worked both sides of 
the fence by using active agents to investigate civil rights crimes and 
retired agents to support Mississippi’s losing battle to fi ght imaginary 
communism in the state and to maintain segregation for as long as 
possible.

Of course, the lingering question is whether sensitive information 
provided to the FBI by trusting civil rights informants was ever passed 
along by Moore to the Sovereignty Commission and its investigators 
in contact with the KKK. Agent Sullivan didn’t think so, but with 
Moore’s passing in 2008, that question can be answered only by full 
disclosure by the FBI, at the highest levels, of the agency’s secret 
relationship with the commission. A president of the United States 
committed to civil rights has the power to make that happen. 
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Justice Delayed
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Byron De La Beckwith: 
Ordeal by Trial and Error

Byron De La Beckwith had an answer for everything. Police told him 
they had a .30-06 Enfi eld rifl e with a telescopic sight that had his 
fi ngerprints on it. It’s probably mine, he said—it was stolen recently. 
Police also told him they had witnesses who had seen him in Jackson 
the night of Medgar Evers’s murder. No way, he countered—and gave 
them the names of two Greenwood police offi cers he said had seen 
him that night in Greenwood. 

As Charles Evers, the slain leader’s brother, took over manage-
ment of the NAACP fi eld offi ce, Beckwith pleaded not guilty and the 
murder trial went forward in 1964 under the direction of District 
Attorney Bill Waller. Since serving as district attorney was a part-time 
job at best, Waller, a graduate of the Ole Miss law school, continued 
to maintain his private law accounts with his partner, John Fox, a 
practice that was neither uncommon nor illegal among elected offi -
cials in Mississippi at the time. 

Waller was no liberal; nor was he pleased about the agitation 
being stirred up in Mississippi over the rights of blacks. He was com-
fortable with Mississippi just the way it was. But Waller was more 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   259devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   259 4/1/09   11:00:00 PM4/1/09   11:00:00 PM



260 Justice Delayed

than that would suggest—he was a man of passion and justice. A hor-
rible crime had been committed in his judicial district. That didn’t sit 
well with him. In addition to Waller’s forthright recognition of his 
obligation as district attorney to perform his sworn duty regardless of 
threats and intimidation, he was committed to do all within his power 
to see that the perpetrator of Evers’s murder was brought to justice. 
But saying that and doing it were two different things. Evers was 
assassinated on June 12, 1963, and the trial was not until the begin-
ning of 1964. Of course, the jury would be composed of white males. 
Strange as it may seem now, up to that time no white in the state had 
ever been convicted of killing a black. Under the Mississippi system, 
white supremacy and solidarity prevailed at all costs. One of Evers’s 
friends remarked that a white man would get more time for shooting 
a rabbit out of season than for killing an African American. 

Waller had almost no encouragement and little help from white 
citizens, except that provided by his able partner, Fox, the son of an 
illustrious law professor at Ole Miss who had intellectually terrorized 
law students for decades. This was also a time of trial by ambush, 
with almost no way to discover the opposing side’s case. Witnesses 
were reticent to appear for fear of being branded a “nigger lover” or a 
“Communist.”

Beckwith was represented by some of the best and most well-
connected criminal defense attorneys in Mississippi, Hardy Lott and 
Stanny Sanders from Greenwood and E. H. Cunningham Jr. of Jack-
son, a law partner of Governor Ross Barnett. The Citizens’ Council 
eagerly raised substantial sums to pay for this well-fortifi ed defense. 
Before his arrest on Saturday night, June 22, 1963, Beckwith went 
home, put on his spiffy clothes, and obtained his favorite picture of 
himself to distribute to the media before he was incarcerated. He 
went to jail and to the trial as if he were a great emperor returning to 
Rome. Municipal judge James L. Spencer refused bail, which meant 
that Beckwith had to remain in jail. It didn’t seem to bother him. He 
acted more like a celebrity than a prisoner. 

Waller had heard that the defense might raise an insanity plea, 
and he asked the court for a preemptive mental evaluation at the Mis-
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sissippi State Hospital at Whitfi eld, a mental health treatment facility 
in Rankin County. Judge Leon Hendrick agreed, and Beckwith was 
sent to Whitfi eld. Instead of appealing that decision to the Supreme 
Court, Beckwith’s attorneys fi led a writ of habeas corpus before Judge 
O. H. Barnett, the segregationist Rankin County circuit judge and 
Governor Ross Barnett’s cousin. Judge Barnett readily set aside Judge 
Hendrick’s order and directed Sheriff Jonathan H. Edwards to take 
custody of Beckwith in the Rankin County jail. 

Beckwith now was like the storybook character Br’er Rabbit, who 
pleaded with his captors not to throw him into a briar patch. Beck-
with’s jailhouse doors were never closed. He entertained scores of 
associates, kept his guns and books, made frequent excursions from 
the jail for personal reasons, and conducted himself more like a hero 
than a felon. Eventually, however, Waller was able to get his appeal 
heard in the Supreme Court, which ordered Beckwith back to the 
Hinds County jail on November 25, 1963.1

Two months later the trial began. On the fi rst day of the trial, 
there was not a vacant seat in the courtroom. Emotions were boiling 
over, and the racial situation in Jackson was tense. Waller recalls the 
trial as “not just a high profi le murder case, it was a national and 
international event.”2 The major wire services and the New York Times 
published daily summaries. The two Jackson newspapers continued 
to stir the pot. Two days after Evers was murdered, the Clarion-Ledger 
stated that “desperately ruthless forces may have used [Evers] as a 
sacrifi cial offering to rekindle the fl ames of unrest here and to spur 
the drive for ‘victory’ elsewhere.” 

In examining the transcript of the fi rst trial, any attorney would 
be overwhelmed by the herculean effort that Waller and John Fox 
exerted in preparing and prosecuting the case.3 But perhaps the most 
interesting portion of this trial, as it is in many trials, was the selec-
tion of the jury. The importance of this portion of the trial cannot be 
overstated, because it is the jury selected through this process that 
determines the outcome of any case. Waller was savvy enough to 
know that many white Mississippians felt it was not a crime to kill an 
African American, especially if the black was, like Evers, advocating 
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equal justice for all. Waller went straight to the jugular, and one of his 
fi rst questions to the jury was: “Do you believe it is a crime for a white 
man to kill a ‘nigger’?”4

In order to fi nally pick a jury, it took Waller several days to win-
now through the panel to fi nd enough white men who thought that 
killing a black man just might be a crime. Early on in his voir dire, he 
stressed to the jury, “I’m one of you,” and “I don’t enjoy what I’m 
doing,” but “I think it’s my duty.”5 

Waller turned a deaf ear to the murmurs of anger from a large 
audience of African Americans in the courtroom, because he knew 
what he had to do and felt he was performing his sworn duty to do 
everything possible to obtain a conviction. He certainly was not sym-
pathetic to the defendant, but for Waller to have any chance of obtain-
ing a conviction, it was essential to let the jury know that he was no 
fl aming liberal.

To prove his case, Waller put on almost sixty witnesses and intro-
duced more than fi fty pieces of documentary evidence. He proved 
Beckwith’s motive, ability, and capacity to commit the crime; the 
planning of the murder; the rifl e that was used; the rifl e scope that 
bore Beckwith’s fi ngerprint; the cut over Beckwith’s right eye, which 
was consistent with the recoil of the rifl e causing the scope to contact 
and make a semicircle over his eye. Waller brought out evidence of 
Beckwith’s car having been seen near the murder scene. Beckwith 
had written dozens of letters before his arrest and during his incar-
ceration expressing his rabid racist beliefs.6 The year of the murder, 
Waller identifi ed one letter to the National Rifl e Association: “Gentle-
men: For the next 15 years we here in Mississippi are going to have a 
lot of shooting to protect our wives, children and ourselves from bad 
niggers.” Waller then brought out an earlier letter by Beckwith that 
had appeared in a Jackson newspaper on April 16, 1957: “I believe in 
segregation like I believe in God. I shall oppose any person, place or 
thing that opposes segregation. I shall . . . bend every effort to rid the 
U.S. of the integrationists, whoever and wherever they may be.” On 
cross-examination he readily agreed that he wrote the letter and con-
fi rmed that he held those beliefs.
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The president of the Citizens’ Council, Robert Patterson, described 
Beckwith as “a gentleman and a law-abiding citizen.” Spectators at the 
trial were outraged at white witnesses who implicated Beckwith, voic-
ing surprise that one white person would testify against another white 
person. 

Regardless of the evidence, Beckwith was not really worried, and 
throughout the trial he looked very relaxed, dressed in his dapper 
suits, winking and nodding at the bailiffs and clerks. He had every 
reason to feel relaxed. The jury, of course, was all white, and he was 
aware of the fact that no white man had ever been convicted in Mis-
sissippi for killing a black person. The defense team hardly bothered 
to refute the substantial evidence that Waller put forward, but they 
did produce two surprise witnesses, both Greenwood policemen, who 
testifi ed that they had seen Beckwith at a fi lling station in Greenwood 
at about the time Evers was murdered.

On the last day of the trial, in an obvious attempt to express 
approval, a smiling Governor Barnett strode into the courtroom, shook 
Beckwith’s hand fi rmly, and chatted with him for a few minutes. Also, 
General Edwin Walker, who was quite prominent in the Meredith riot 
at Ole Miss, expressed his allegiance to Beckwith by paying a brief 
visit to him that afternoon.

On Thursday, February 6, 1964, the jury heard the judge’s instruc-
tions and listened to the oral arguments. The defense concluded its 
argument by having attorney Stanny Sanders send the jurors off with 
these fi nal words: “I do not believe you will return a verdict of guilty 
to satisfy the Attorney General of the United States and the liberal 
national media.” At 12:30 p.m. on that same day, the jury retired to 
the jury room to begin deliberations. The twelve men argued for seven 
hours that night and for four hours the next morning. 

On the morning of February 7, on the trial’s twelfth day, the jury 
reported they were hopelessly deadlocked. The judge had no choice 
but to declare a mistrial. At the time there were a number of different 
accounts as to the division of the jury.7 One account had the jury 
dividing seven to fi ve for acquittal, another six to six. Waller stated 
sometime later that he’d learned the division on the panel was seven 
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for a guilty verdict and fi ve for acquittal. Of course, the mistrial did 
not set Beckwith free, since he remained under indictment. Bond was 
denied, and he was sent back to jail by Judge Hendrick to await the 
second trial, to begin on April 16, 1964.

The Second Trial

As Waller prepared for the second trial, investigators with the Sover-
eignty Commission secretly intervened on Beckwith’s behalf. Records 
show that commission investigator Andrew Hopkins obtained a list of 
prospective jurors and investigated their backgrounds. That informa-
tion, which contained comments such as “believed to be Jewish” or 
“fair and impartial” scrawled out beside individual names by the 
investigator, was provided to Beckwith’s lawyers.8

On April 6, 1964, Waller began jury selection. One of the pro-
spective jurors was a member of the Citizens’ Council, which had 
held a fund-raiser for Beckwith to help with his legal expenses. 
Another prospective juror was a distant cousin of Hopkins. The full 
extent to which the Sovereignty Commission intervened—whether 
individual jurors were contacted or information was relayed to 
them—is unknown, but the results of Hopkins’s work were certainly 
favorable to Beckwith: for a second time an all-male, all-white jury 
was chosen to hear the case.

After two days of voir dire, the state began calling its witnesses. 
The witnesses were virtually the same as in the fi rst trial, except the 
defense came up with a surprise witness who claimed he owned a 
white Valiant similar to Beckwith’s and that his car was near Evers’s 
house on the night of the murder.

After a ten-day trial, on April 16, 1964, the jury began delibera-
tions. After ten hours, the jury foreman announced to Judge Hendrick 
that the jury could not agree. Judge Hendrick again declared a mis-
trial. This time Beckwith was released on a ten-thousand-dollar bond. 
Now free on bond, Beckwith arrived in Greenwood in grand style. 
Chauffeuring him was the sympathetic sheriff of Hinds County, Fred 
Pickett, leading a sizable motorcade, with balloons fl ying, horns honk-
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ing, and people crowding the streets screaming “Welcome Home” to 
their favorite son. On the outskirts of town was a large sign: Wel-
come Home, Delay. Beckwith told reporters that all that had brought 
tears to his eyes.

Waller was disappointed that he did not obtain a conviction. But he 
had performed his duty in prosecuting the case to the very best of his 
ability. A review of the early 1964 record in this case would make the 
most cynical lawyer respect the preparation, skill, tenacity, and just 
plain hard work, all accomplished by a dedicated district attorney per-
forming his duty in a mostly hostile environment. But even in defeat 
Waller obtained a victory of sorts. Without these hung juries Byron De 
La Beckwith would have gone unpunished, since if he had been acquit-
ted by either of the 1964 juries, there never could have been another 
trial because the doctrine of double jeopardy would have prevented it. 
Mississippi had to wait for history to do its job. But as far as Bill Waller 
was concerned, he’d done his and he’d done it well.

Beckwith the Mad Bomber

Encouraged by the “go-ahead” signal he got from the juries in the fi rst 
and second trials, Beckwith decided that his celebrity might enable 
him to be elected to political offi ce. In 1967 he ran for lieutenant 
governor and received more than 34,000 votes, allowing him to fi nish 
fi fth in a fi eld of six.

Sometimes at political rallies he introduced himself as “the man 
they say shot Medgar Evers.” Other times he was more explicit, such 
as the time he entered a Belzoni store and introduced himself by say-
ing, “I’m Byron De La Beckwith, and I’m running for lieutenant gov-
ernor. I’m the man who killed Medgar Evers!” For the remainder of 
the decade, he reveled in his membership in the KKK and attended 
right-wing rallies, where he ranted about the evils of desegregation. 
In early 1973 he was seen at Citizens’ Council rally in Jackson at 
which Alabama governor George Wallace was the featured speaker. 

A couple of weeks later the FBI offi ce received an informant’s tip 
that Beckwith was planning to bomb the Anti-Defamation League 
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headquarters in downtown New Orleans.9 Eight days later, after a 
brief stop in Jackson, where it was alleged he picked up the bomb, 
Beckwith was spotted on Highway 49 in his 1968 white-and-blue 
Oldsmobile 98. Beckwith’s route into New Orleans took him over the 
fi ve-mile span across Lake Pontchartrain. When he reached the other 
side, the New Orleans police pulled him over. It was a little after 
midnight. Beckwith got out of his car and was told by police offi cers 
to put his hands on the hood. One of the police offi cers patted him 
down and discovered a .45-caliber automatic tucked into his pants.

“You’re under arrest for carrying a concealed weapon.”
“I always carry a .45,” Beckwith answered.
The police offi cer then shined his fl ashlight into Beckwith’s car. 

On the front seat was a wooden box with a black bag pulled over it. 
The offi cer asked Beckwith if he had ever been arrested. 

“Yes, sir, I was arrested before,” Beckwith said. “They say I killed 
a nigger in Mississippi.”

When the bomb squad arrived and opened the box in Beckwith’s 
car, they found six sticks of regular-strength dynamite and a fi ve-
pound cartridge of high-grade dynamite. Into the dynamite had been 
inserted a blasting cap. Connected to the blasting cap were a ticking 
alarm clock and an Eveready battery.

Beckwith was taken to the parish jail to await arraignment. As he 
was moved about the facility, reporters spotted him and shouted out 
questions to him.

“Are you a member of the KKK?” one reporter asked.
“I’ve been accused of it,” he answered.

When Beckwith’s case went to trial in January 1974, it was in federal 
court, and for the fi rst time he faced a jury that contained blacks and 
women. Beckwith took the stand in his defense and admitted that the 
.45-caliber automatic belonged to him, but he said that he had a per-
mit for it. When prosecutors asked him about the bomb, he said he 
had never seen it before and had no idea how it got into his car.

The jury reached a unanimous verdict: not guilty on all counts.
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Beckwith was delighted. He told reporters he was thinking about 
running for political offi ce in Mississippi—maybe he’d try for a seat 
in Congress.

Not delighted by the verdict was New Orleans’s new district attor-
ney, Harry Connick (father of the popular singer of the same name). 
After the trial Beckwith left New Orleans, but he did not leave the 
thoughts of Connick, who brought his law partner, Bill Wessel, into 
the case and asked him to fi nd a way to prosecute Beckwith on state 
charges. Under Louisiana law, persons accused of certain misdemean-
ors could be tried by a fi ve-member jury. Beckwith was still accused 
of illegally transporting dynamite into Louisiana, a misdemeanor.

Finally, in May 1975, Beckwith went on trial in state court on the 
dynamite charges. This time, to his horror, the jury consisted of fi ve 
black women. Beckwith was playful throughout the trial, sparring 
with the prosecutors, but the jury was not impressed with his good-
old-boy routine. After deliberating for only thirty-fi ve minutes, the 
jury returned a guilty verdict.

Beckwith was given the maximum sentence of fi ve years in 
prison.

After a two-year delay for appeals, he entered the Louisiana state 
penitentiary in Angola in 1977. He was kept in a solitary cell just off 
death row so that guards could protect him from the general popula-
tion, a large percentage of which was black. In 1980, with two years 
of his sentence taken off for good behavior, Beckwith was released 
and allowed to return to Mississippi, where he set up housekeeping 
in a house trailer near Cruger, a rural community not far from Green-
wood. He tried to fade into the kudzu-smothered woodland that sur-
rounded his house trailer, but occasionally newspaper reporters would 
get directions to his home and, much to Beckwith’s displeasure, show 
up on his doorstep unannounced. He always turned them away with 
a threatening scowl. 

One of the last to knock on his door was a young Jackson Daily 
News reporter named Jim Ewing. As a representative of one of the 
most conservative dailies in the South, Ewing was hopeful that if 
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anyone could get an interview with the reclusive Beckwith, he could. 
He was wrong. Beckwith politely turned him away, saying he was 
afraid he would be misquoted by the “Jewish-owned press.” Ewing 
wrote a story anyway, to mark the twentieth anniversary of Medgar 
Evers’s death. The headline was Byron De La Beckwith Lives Qui-
etly in the Delta.

Shortly after that encounter with Ewing, Beckwith moved to Ten-
nessee and married Thelma Neff, a retired nurse he’d met after his 
release from prison. She owned a small house on Signal Mountain 
just outside Chattanooga. When Beckwith moved in, he hung a large 
Confederate fl ag out over the porch. It is not surprising that Thelma, 
who led a rather routine life as a nurse and mother, shared Beckwith’s 
right-wing views on race and politics. Generally speaking, rural Ten-
nessee leans either to the radical right or the radical left, with not 
much ground left in the middle. Thelma leaned to the radical right.

As the decade wore on, the Beckwiths shared their love of politi-
cal activism by working together on an assortment of issues, such as 
campaigning to get fl uoride out of the local water supply. Occasionally 
they returned to Mississippi, where he introduced Thelma to his 
friends—and at least one of his former enemies, Bill Waller, whom he 
happened upon at a campaign rally in Blackhawk, a rural community 
not far from Greenwood. Beckwith fl agged down the startled candi-
date for governor and introduced him to Thelma. They even shook 
hands.

The Third Trial

The Beckwiths returned to Signal Mountain and fi nished out the 
decade, convinced they were making progress in their quest to elevate 
Beckwith to the historical place of honor they felt he deserved. 
Unknown to Beckwith, Hinds County district attorney Ed Peters and 
assistant district attorney Bobby DeLaughter were looking for ways to 
prosecute him for Evers’s murder a third time.

By the early 1990s, the needed pieces had fallen into place. First, 
Delmar Dennis, a KKK member who had become an FBI informant, 
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confi rmed that he had heard Beckwith say that killing Evers “gave me 
no more inner discomfort than our wives endure when they give birth 
to our children.” Second, Evers’s wife, Myrlie, presented the prosecu-
tors with the 963-page transcript of the fi rst trial. The transcript had 
mysteriously disappeared from the court records, and the lack of a 
transcript had often been cited by prosecutors over the years as a 
reason for not reopening the case. As it turned out, Myrlie had a copy 
in a trunk of keepsakes.

With the transcript and new evidence, Peters and DeLaughter 
were anxious to ask for an indictment. But DeLaughter still was con-
cerned about whether he had enough evidence to go before the grand 
jury.10 His dogged investigation brought out numerous little admis-
sions, such as the one from Peggy Morgan, who heard Beckwith say 
that he “had killed a nigger, but nobody was ever able to prove it,” and 
from Mary Ann Adams, to whom Beckwith was introduced as “the 
man who killed Medgar Evers.” DeLaughter and his team were able 
to locate witnesses lost from the 1964 trial, including a young woman, 
Frances Harrison, who had seen Beckwith in Jackson around the 
time of the murder. 

After going before the circuit judge to authenticate the court 
record of the fi rst 1964 trial, DeLaughter was now ready to get this 
case before the grand jury. He reasoned that if the eighteen grand 
jurors did not think much of the case, why should one believe that 
twelve people on the trial jury would view it differently. Grand juries 
are greatly swayed by the prosecutor. Knowing this, DeLaughter made 
a more balanced presentation: after putting on the prosecution’s wit-
nesses, he called the two Greenwood police offi cers who would pro-
vide the alibi for Beckwith. This is something prosecutors normally 
would never do, but DeLaughter wanted the grand jury to hear these 
alibi witnesses because if he could not get an indictment with these 
police offi cers swearing they saw Beckwith in Greenwood around the 
time of the murder of Evers, he would never get a conviction at the 
trial. This gave DeLaughter a reasonable gauge of his chances of a 
conviction. Another unusual tactic was to ask Special Assistant Attor-
ney General John Henry to be on hand to answer any questions the 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   269devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   269 4/1/09   11:00:01 PM4/1/09   11:00:01 PM



270 Justice Delayed

grand jury panel of ten blacks and eight whites might have concerning 
the much-publicized speedy trial issue. After the presentation to the 
grand jury, the prosecutors left the room for the panel to deliberate.

Later, when the panel left the grand jury room, DeLaughter asked 
the foreman, Dr. Carl Evers, a professor at the University of Missis-
sippi Medical School, about the vote.11 

“Seventeen to one,” answered Evers. 
DeLaughter stood stunned. “Yes, sir, but which way?” 
Evers smiled and told DeLaughter he had his indictment and 

“didn’t anybody believe those clowns,” referring to the two Greenwood 
police offi cers who had provided Beckwith with his alibi. There was 
one holdout who just did not think the case should be re-prosecuted 
because of the length of time since the last trial. Evers also told 
DeLaughter it was very helpful to have Henry available because there 
were numerous questions concerning the time element. 

Close to 8:00 p.m. on Friday, December 14, 1990, Evers handed 
over the sealed indictment to senior circuit court judge William F. 
Coleman.

A stunned Beckwith, now seventy, said he would fi ght extradition 
to Mississippi. Thelma told reporters he was too ill to withstand 
another trial. As if to reinforce that point, Beckwith entered a Nash-
ville hospital within a week after the indictment and underwent sur-
gery to clear a blocked carotid artery. “He’s been a good man all his 
life—I’m so mad,” Thelma told reporters for the Clarion-Ledger. “He’s 
been through hell. He’s done more good than any fi fty people I know. 
He’s a good Christian and everybody loves him.”

Not so sure of that was Mississippi governor Ray Mabus, who 
signed an extradition request within hours of receiving it and sent it 
by overnight delivery to Tennessee governor Ned McWherter, who 
approved the request in quick order. Beckwith challenged the extradi-
tion, fi rst in state court, then in federal court, and it was not until 
October 1991 that Beckwith was returned to Mississippi, where he 
was held in the Hinds County Detention Center without bail.

Bobby DeLaughter had now turned over a log that exposed the 
dirty, violent, racist Mississippi history of over a quarter century ago. 
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The legal war had started with heavy explosions. Peters and DeLaugh-
ter had their work cut out for them. No quicker had the jailhouse door 
closed on Beckwith than his new court-appointed lawyers, Jim Kitch-
ens and Merrida Coxwell, sought his release on bail. This request was 
vigorously opposed by the prosecutor. They used the hearing not only 
to keep Beckwith in jail but also to preserve the admissibility of some 
crucial evidence. 

DeLaughter piled on the evidence showing Beckwith’s criminal 
record and tying him to white supremacy groups, and he displayed a 
multitude of letters from Angola Prison that implicated Beckwith as 
Evers’s murderer. The defense called Beckwith’s son, Byron De La 
Beckwith VII, who testifi ed as to Beckwith’s ill health, that his father 
would not fl ee, and that he was not a threat to the state. Beckwith 
VII’s testimony was torn apart by the skillful cross-examination of 
Peters. His young son, Byron De La Beckwith VIII, later appeared at 
the trial, running around the courtroom, pointing to spectators and 
asking if they were “a Jew.” 

Judge Breland Hilburn denied bail, “at least for a while.” Beck-
with’s lawyer asked for reconsideration, fi ling affi davits by Travis 
“Cannonball” Buckley, the notorious Klan lawyer who had defended 
Imperial Wizard Sam Bowers and his successor, L. E. Matthews. 
After the motion was denied, Beckwith sought relief in the Missis-
sippi Supreme Court, which also refused to release Beckwith.

In Mississippi all criminal trials are conducted in the county 
where the crime arose. The prosecution cannot ask for a change of 
venue, but the defendant may make such a request under the proper 
circumstances. Here, the defense did, arguing that pretrial publicity 
would deny Beckwith a fair trial. After endless squabbling Judge Hil-
burn fi nally ordered that the jury be picked from Panola County, since 
it had a racial composition equivalent to that of Jackson, and the jury 
selected would be brought back to Jackson for the trial.

The defense team then fi led its blockbuster, its motion to dismiss, 
claiming that Beckwith had been deprived of his rights to a speedy 
trial and that his rights against double jeopardy were violated. It was 
now late summer of 1992, nearly thirty years since this tragic murder. 
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This was a serious threat, and the prosecutors took it seriously. 
Although the prosecutors had prevailed in the lower court, Beckwith’s 
lawyers succeeded in getting an emergency appeal to the Mississippi 
Supreme Court. 

The Mississippi Supreme Court did not seem especially enam-
ored of the prosecutor’s position but fi nally rejected Beckwith’s double-
jeopardy claim outright and, by an eyelash (four to three), decided not 
to rule on the speedy-trial issue until after the trial.12 Peters and 
DeLaughter had dodged a legal bullet that would have ended the case. 
The court thought bail was proper, and Beckwith was released on a 
$100,000 bail bond. The three dissenting justices believed that the 
decision allowing the court to go forward was an “egregious miscar-
riage of justice.” Chief Justice Roy Noble Lee, who had been on the 
bench since 1976, wrote for the dissenting justices:

In my view, the majority opinion does violence to the United 
States Constitution, the Mississippi Constitution and established 
law and precedent of the United States and the State of Missis-
sippi. I believe it to be erroneous and the worst pronouncement of 
the law during my tenure on the Mississippi Supreme Court 
bench, and that it is an egregious miscarriage of justice. There-
fore, I emphatically dissent!13 

But the case would go forward with the speedy-trial issue left unre-
solved—which DeLaughter knew in the back of his mind could come 
back to haunt him later, even if they got a conviction.

In January 1994 the court staff, Judge Hilburn, Peters, and 
DeLaughter headed up to Panola County for the jury selection. Panola 
County is a rural county situated in the northwestern quadrant of the 
state. Batesville is the principal town. It has a black-majority popula-
tion of 52 percent. Once again, selecting a jury for this trial was no 
easy task. Ed Peters, as Hinds County district attorney, had been 
particularly successful in selecting juries over the years. Surprisingly, 
an outstanding jury consultant, Dr. Pete Rowland, from the Univer-
sity of Kansas, along with another skilled consultant, Dr. Andrew 
Sheldon from Atlanta, volunteered to assist. Peters and DeLaughter 
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had never had the luxury of using jury consultants, but the presence 
of Dr. Rowland and his staff was extremely helpful. Rowland pushed 
out into the community and discovered attitudes and leanings that 
would be important to the prosecutors in framing their questions to 
the prospective jurors. Beckwith, of course, was present, wearing one 
of his brightly colored sport jackets and the ever-present Confederate-
fl ag lapel pin.

The exclusion process began with the judge asking standard ques-
tions, such as whether it would be a hardship to serve.14 Although the 
process is dead serious in most cases, some humor cannot be ignored. 
Several prospective jurors were excused, one because he had “to 
attend to some cows for a man.” Going into the medical excuses, one 
colloquy went like this:

“I got an ill-deformed baby at home.”
“You have a baby with a deformity?”
“Yes, he plays with fi res, so I have to watch him.” 
“Does the child have mental problems?”
“Well, out of one ear.”
The panel was fi nally winnowed down to forty-six jurors, with 

each party allowed twelve peremptory challenges. With Pete Rowland 
at their side, Peters and DeLaughter toyed with one combination after 
another, and it looked as if at least half the jury would be black. The 
jury and the entire court staff then traveled back to Jackson for the 
trial to begin. On Thursday, January 27, 1994, DeLaughter began his 
opening statement to the jury. He opened with a compelling outline 
of his case: “[This case is] about a man whose life was snuffed out on 
June the twelfth of 1963, by a bullet that tore through his body. Med-
gar Evers was shot and killed. He lost his life by a bullet that was 
aimed out of prejudice, propelled by hatred, and fi red by a coward 
from ambush at night.”

After the opening statements by both sides, the prosecution called 
Myrlie Evers as its fi rst witness. She was eloquent and absolutely 
credible. Her heartrending testimony concerning the death of her 
beloved husband suffused the entire courtroom with the soft light of 
dignity, but at the same time outrage. DeLaughter then began shovel-
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ing in his evidence, much as it was presented in 1964: the policemen 
arriving, the ride to the hospital, the Jackson detectives and their 
investigation, Beckwith’s rifl e in the honeysuckle, his fi ngerprints, the 
witnesses at the drive-in and grocery store, and the witness who saw 
Beckwith’s Plymouth Valiant.

The evidence clearly pointed to Beckwith’s guilt, but it was his 
numerous outlandish admissions that sealed his fate. Any number of 
witnesses provided testimony and documentary evidence concerning 
the racial views of Byron De La Beckwith and his comments regard-
ing the murder. Beckwith’s nephew, Reed Massengill, who had cor-
responded with Beckwith over a period of time, produced a number 
of Beckwith’s startling written admissions, including this revealing 
statement: “The Negro in our country is as helpful as a boll weevil to 
cotton. Some of these weevils are puny little runts and can’t create 
the volume of damage that others can. Some are powerful, becoming 
mad monsters. . . . They must be destroyed, with their retched [sic] 
remains burned, lest the pure white cotton bolls be destroyed.”15

Massengill produced a letter from Beckwith to his son that was 
written on the day President Kennedy was shot, telling him that “who-
ever shot Kennedy sure did some fancy footwork,” and that “I bet ole 
Medgar Evers told Kennedy when he got down there—I thought you’d 
be along pretty soon—Haw. Haw. Haw.” Mary Ann Adams testifi ed 
that in 1966, while she was working for the Holmes County Co-Op 
in Lexington, Mississippi, she was dining at a restaurant near Green-
wood when Beckwith walked over to her table with another man and 
introduced himself, sticking out his hand for a handshake. She told 
him that he was a murderer and she wasn’t interested in shaking his 
hand. “He got extremely agitated and angry,” she recalled. “[He] said 
he had not killed a man, but a damn chicken-stealing dog, and you 
know what you have to do with a dog . . . after it’s tasted blood”16

Adams was then asked if “at any time that you were introduced to 
this defendant as the man that killed Medgar Evers, what, if any, 
protest did he make?” She responded, “He made none. He just got 
angry when I refused to shake his hand.” 

Peggy Morgan from Greenwood, Mississippi, testifi ed that she 
had once traveled to the Mississippi State Penitentiary at Parchman, 
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Mississippi, with Beckwith and her husband to visit her husband’s 
brother, Jimmy Dale Morgan. According to Morgan, Beckwith “started 
talking about some bombings.” She gave the following testimony 
regarding her conversation with Beckwith:

Q. Tell what he said in reference to the murder or killing of 
Medgar Evers.

A. Okay. He said that he had killed Medgar Evers, a nigger, 
and he said if this ever got out, that he wasn’t scared to kill 
again.

Q. Okay. If what ever got out?
A. This trip to the penitentiary.

Q. And if it got out that what? I didn’t hear what you said. That 
if this got out—

A. He wasn’t scared to kill again.

Elluard Jenoal (Dick) Davis testifi ed for the state. Davis became 
involved with the Ku Klux Klan in the 1960s as an infi ltrator working 
for the FBI. On October 21, 1969, he met with Beckwith at a restau-
rant in Winter Haven, Florida. Davis stated that Beckwith discussed 
his arrest and imprisonment and also his prior trials. According to 
Davis, Beckwith never admitted that he was guilty but also never 
denied it. Davis stated that Beckwith discussed “the term I think he 
used was ‘selective killings’ that he thought was necessary . . . a partial 
solution to the right wing’s problem. And I remember very distinctly 
that he said that he would never ask anyone to do anything that he 
hadn’t already done himself.” 

Delmar Dennis, from Sevierville, Tennessee, a “small publisher,” 
testifi ed that he was a former pastor of the First Southern Methodist 
Church of Meridian, Mississippi, and spent seven years as a coordina-
tor for the John Birch Society. He joined the Ku Klux Klan in March 
1964 and was a member until June 1964, when he dropped out. Den-
nis stated that he got out of the Klan when he learned it was a violent 
organization after attending a Klan meeting in Neshoba County in 
June 1964. Several months later he infi ltrated the Klan for the FBI, 
where he remained undercover until October 1967.
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Dennis stated that the fi rst time he met Beckwith was on August 
8, 1965, where he saw Beckwith at a Klan meeting in Byram, Missis-
sippi. Beckwith was the featured speaker, and Dennis remembered 
that “he was admonishing Klan members to become more involved, 
to become violent, to kill the enemy. . . . He admonished us to kill 
from the top down, and he said, ‘Killing that nigger didn’t cause me 
any more physical harm than your wives have to have a baby for you.’” 
Dennis obtained Beckwith’s autograph, which was introduced as evi-
dence. Dennis also remembered meeting with Beckwith in 1967 when 
Beckwith was campaigning for lieutenant governor and promoting a 
newspaper titled Southern Review. 

Mark Reiley from Chicago, Illinois, testifi ed that he was a former 
sergeant at Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola and that he han-
dled security for Angola inmates who were sent to the Angola ward at 
Earl K. Long Hospital. He was assigned to guard Beckwith in the 
hospital. At that time Beckwith was serving a sentence, later vacated, 
for conviction of illegally transporting explosives in Louisiana. Reiley 
developed a strong personal relationship with Beckwith, who became 
a father fi gure to him. Reiley spent from eight to twelve hours per day 
for several weeks with Beckwith, who instructed him in the Bible and 
gave him a book titled Verbatim. Beckwith told Reiley that black peo-
ple were “beasts of the fi eld.” He stated, according to Reiley, that 
white people were “chosen people to rule over the earth and be in 
charge of the beasts of the fi eld.”

Reiley said that he was present when Beckwith rang for a nurse. 
The nurse appeared, and she happened to be black, and Beckwith 
began screaming at her.

Q. Do you recall the essence of the conversation and some of the 
exact words?

A. He was screaming back at her, “If I could get rid of an uppity 
nigger like Nigger Evers, I would have no problem with a no-
account nigger like you.”

These admissions and confessions from the very pen and mouth 
of Beckwith, coming from a wide variety of witnesses in all walks of 
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life, spoke to Beckwith’s guilt with shocking clarity. After putting 
more than thirty witnesses on the stand, the state rested its case. 
Then the defense began calling its witnesses. The defense relied pri-
marily on the three alibi witnesses who testifi ed that they had seen 
Beckwith in Greenwood at around the time Evers was murdered. For 
Roy Jones, a volunteer with the auxiliary police in Greenwood who by 
now was deceased, his 1964 testimony was read into the record. The 
same was done for the testimony of Greenwood police lieutenant Hol-
lis Cresswell, who, according to the defense lawyer, was too ill to 
testify. That left the third alibi witness, James Holley, a Greenwood 
police offi cer with a potbelly and a crew cut, to take the witness 
stand. The courtroom grew ominously quiet as he sauntered up to the 
witness chair and specifi cally testifi ed that he had seen Beckwith in 
Greenwood at about the time of Evers’s murder.

Ed Peters had the honor of cross-examining Holley, and he did 
not disappoint.17 After rattling Holley on numerous points, including 
forcing him to admit that although he had seen the Jackson police 
offi cers in Greenwood investigating the murder, he had not told them 
he had seen Beckwith in Greenwood at the time of the murder, even 
though Beckwith was languishing in jail. Peters asked incredulously, 
“Why didn’t you tell them your buddy Beckwith was in Greenwood 
and couldn’t have committed this dastardly crime?” 

Peters continued, What about the DA’s offi ce? Did you talk to 
them? What about the FBI? You didn’t tell them when you knew 
Beckwith could not be responsible? Did you know your buddy Delay 
was in jail eight months? Ten months? And you never told anyone? 

“And you let your buddy Delay stay in jail all that time,” Peters 
asked, “and never once told a single person investigating it, ‘You’ve got 
the wrong guy in jail’?”

“I did not,” answered Holley. 
After cross-examining him on a number of other points, Peters 

confi rmed with Holley that they were still friends. Walking away from 
Holley, along the front of the jury box, Peters suddenly asked, “If I 
ever get in jail, will you promise not to leave me in there for eight 
months if you knew where I was at the time of the crime?”18 
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No one heard the answer. The courtroom erupted in laughter 
while Peters left the witness and took his seat quietly at the counsel 
table.

The trial ended as it had started, with a brilliant summation by 
DeLaughter. He concluded with these words: 

From the evidence in this case, the law that you’ve sworn to apply, 
it can’t be but one way if justice is truly going to be done. And so, 
on behalf of the State of Mississippi, I ask that you hold this 
defendant accountable. Find him guilty, simply because it’s right, 
it’s just, and Lord knows, it’s just time. He has danced to the 
music for thirty years. Isn’t it time that he pay the piper?

Is it ever too late to do the right thing? For the sake of justice and 
the hope of us as a civilized society, I sincerely hope and pray that 
it’s not. 

The jury began deliberating at 1:30 p.m. on February 4, 1994, and 
after fi ve hours had not reached a verdict. Jury members retired to 
their motel for the night to resume deliberations early the next morn-
ing, and at 9:35 a.m. they signaled that they had reached a verdict.

DeLaughter later wrote that for a few minutes everything stopped, 
“My heart, my breath and time itself.” Peters asked the court if it 
would wait a few minutes until Mrs. Evers could get to the courtroom. 
She quickly arrived with her family.

“All rise,” the bailiff thundered. 
Judge Hilburn took his place on the bench and warned: “Ladies 

and Gentlemen, when the verdict is read, there will be no demonstra-
tions or any type of emotional outburst. Bring the jury in.” 

One by one the members of the jury fi led in and stood in a single 
line before the bench, facing the judge. 

“Ladies and Gentlemen of the jury, have you reached a verdict?” 
“We have, Your Honor,” the black minister spoke, which meant he 

had been selected foreman by the other jurors. 
“The clerk will read the verdict.” 
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How could it take such a terribly long time to hand the yellow 
piece of paper to the clerk, Barbara Dunn? DeLaughter closed his 
eyes and felt that “all the world was holding its breath.” 

Dunn slowly read, “We, the jury, fi nd the defendant guilty, as 
charged.” 

There were muffl ed sounds in the courtroom and then shouts. 
“Yes! Sweet Jesus, thank you!” 
“Guilty, guilty, guilty!”
Judge Hilburn, with a stern look, quieted the storm and discharged 

the jury. As they walked out of the courtroom, Thelma Beckwith wailed, 
“He’s not guilty! And ya’ll know he’s not. The Jews did it.” 

The court asked Beckwith to come forward, and he did so without 
his customary smirk and cockiness. “Mr. Beckwith, by mandate of the 
laws of the State of Mississippi, it is required that I sentence you to a 
term of life imprisonment.” 

Thelma sat quietly, watching as the guards led her husband from 
the courtroom. She wiped away her tears. “He’s not guilty and they 
know it,” she sobbed. “He’s sick and everything.”

Beckwith’s attorneys appealed the conviction, but the courts 
refused to allow him out on bail. Thelma blamed the Anti-Defamation 
League for her husband’s woes, saying the group had framed him in 
the Louisiana bomb conviction.

Edwin King, who was listed as a witness for the defense but never 
called, said that although he thought Beckwith was a “despicable 
sicko” and was guilty of murdering his friend Medgar Evers, he did 
not believe Beckwith got a fair trial, because of grand jury testimony 
that he considered incorrect.19 

The trial was indeed over, but those pesky constitutional issues 
still hung over the prosecution. An appeal was immediately taken to 
the Mississippi Supreme Court, the same court that had expressed 
concerns about constitutional issues, even when it had allowed the 
case to go forward. Finally, on December 22, 1997, the Mississippi 
Supreme Court overruled all constitutional objections and affi rmed 
the verdict of the trial jury.
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While serving a life term at a Jackson facility, Beckwith was taken 
on January 21, 2001, to the University of Mississippi Medical Center, 
where he died at the age of eighty. Five days later he was given a hero’s 
burial by family, friends, and supporters, in Chattanooga, Tennessee, 
under the supervision of the imperial wizard of the KKK. 

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
The Mississippi Appellate Court was created in 1964, and, as president of the 

Mississippi bar right before its creation, I had worked tirelessly to see to its 

legislative approval. The court was greatly needed. Before that any appeal 

went directly to the Mississippi Supreme Court, which was overwhelmed and 

needed a buffer so it could be more selective in the cases it handled and also 

more carefully consider each case before it. Like the supreme court, the appel-

late court is made up of elected judges.

A short time after the jury verdict convicting Beckwith, Bobby DeLaughter 

stopped by my offi ce for a cup of coffee and a chat. He informed me that he 

was running for one of the newly established appellate judgeships that con-

tained a district including Hinds County and fourteen surrounding counties. 

He felt confi dent that since he was not running against an incumbent, his 

years of courtroom experience would make him an attractive candidate. 

DeLaughter asked if I would serve as his campaign chairman. I was 

delighted. We went right to work and formed strong contacts in each of the 

fourteen counties. Our solicitation in this district looked very promising.

Myrlie Evers fl ew in at her own expense to help DeLaughter campaign in 

the black districts on the weekend before the election. Author Willie Morris 

accompanied them as Evers introduced DeLaughter to African American 

churches, organizations, and radio audiences as a courageous man who had 

prosecuted her husband’s killer.

We were excited and could smell victory from the reports we were receiv-

ing from out in the district. His opponent was a conservative, old-line white 

lawyer-politician whom I thought would not be nearly as attractive as DeLaugh-

ter in the campaign

My enthusiasm should have abated somewhat when I heard rumors of 

campaign literature being thrown back in DeLaughter’s face when the voter 
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realized that he was the prosecutor of Byron De La Beckwith, but I also had 

seen him receive warm congratulatory handshakes, and my calls were well 

received throughout the district, so I didn’t think too much about it.

On the night of the election, friends and family joined DeLaughter and his 

wife, Peggy, in a motel room to watch the returns. It took only a short time to 

discover that DeLaughter had been trounced. He lost two to one, and he took 

it hard. We all took it hard. My heart went out to him and Peggy because I knew 

how hard they had worked and how much he wanted this judgeship.

After that gloomy night I began poking around in the district to see what 

had happened. It soon became crystal clear. It was Bobby DeLaughter, after 

all, who had prosecuted Beckwith for the murder of Medgar Evers. That was 

enough. Many still resented the fact that he had looked back thirty years to 

see that racial justice was done. I had no idea that that sentiment was so 

pervasive in 1994. The fl ames of racism die hard. 
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Philadelphia Redux: 
Edgar Ray Killen 

Raised from the Dead

By 1976 most of the men convicted in the Neshoba County murders 
of the three civil rights workers were out of prison. Many returned to 
their hometowns, where they were greeted with backslaps and 
thoughtful gifts from grateful white residents and fellow Klansmen. 
Some were hailed as conquering heroes. Others drifted into a type of 
rancid anonymity.

Sheriff Lawrence Rainey—who was acquitted in the case of 
Schwerner, Goodman, and Chaney—was welcomed back home after 
the trial by many people in Philadelphia, but he was unable to hold a 
job in law enforcement, though he did work for a time as a security 
guard at a shopping mall. For the remainder of his life, he complained 
that the FBI prevented him from getting on his feet again. He blamed 
others for the bad things that happened to him, never accepting 
responsibility for his actions. He died of throat cancer on November 
8, 2002, at the age of seventy-nine. 
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After serving six years in prison, Cecil Price, the deputy sheriff 
involved in the case, started driving a truck for an oil company. Unlike 
many of the others, he seemed to mellow somewhat as the years went 
by. He once told a reporter that he’d watched the black history televi-
sion drama Roots, a confession that seemed tinged with remorse. He 
died on May 6, 2001, at a Jackson hospital, three days after a fall in 
Philadelphia that authorities ruled accidental.

At the time of Price’s death, Mississippi attorney general Mike 
Moore was considering bringing murder charges against some of those 
involved in the Philadelphia murders, with Price considered a possible 
witness for the prosecution. Moore is best known for fi ling a very suc-
cessful lawsuit against tobacco companies in the 1990s, claiming that 
they should reimburse the state of Mississippi for having to treat those 
with smoking-related illnesses. The result was a landmark $246 bil-
lion settlement with Mississippi and the other states that joined in the 
lawsuit. Moore appeared as himself in the 1999 Michael Mann fi lm 
The Insider, which depicted some of the more dramatic aspects of the 
case. 

With Moore distracted by the tobacco lawsuit, the suspects in the 
Philadelphia murders seemed to drop off the attorney general’s radar. 
Former Klan leader Sam Bowers had returned to his hometown of 
Laurel, Mississippi, in 1976 after serving six years in prison, and 
resumed his job with an amusement company. In a 1996 interview 
with the Oxford American, Bowers, then seventy-two, didn’t discuss 
the Neshoba County case, but he did offer his perspective on Chris-
tianity: “I’m a Pauline, Galilean, Calvinist, Reformed Lutheran Chris-
tian. I believe that the empirical resurrection of Jesus Christ is the 
one single and central fact of manifested history.” It is almost beyond 
comprehension that a Jew-hating Klansman could twist the teachings 
of Jesus Christ, the most famous Jew of them all, into a justifi cation 
for violence against black and Jewish Americans; but that illogic was 
at the essence of Bowers’s interpretation of Mississippi Values. 

Shortly after sharing his views about Christianity, Bowers was 
convicted of the 1966 bombing death of civil rights leader Vernon 
Dahmer, for which he received a life sentence. While in prison, he did 
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an interview with the Mississippi Department of Archives and His-
tory with the understanding that it would not be made available to the 
public until after his death. In 2004 a Jackson newspaper published 
portions of the interview, in which Bowers, with customary bravado, 
said he was delighted to be convicted in the Philadelphia case, since 
it had allowed the main instigator (Edgar Ray Killen) to go free. Bow-
ers died on November 5, 2006, of a heart attack at Mississippi State 
Penitentiary Hospital. 

Of the major fi gures in the Philadelphia murders still on the scene 
in 2005, only Klansmen Billy Wayne Posey, age sixty-nine, and Edgar 
Ray Killen, age eighty, were still alive. In the mid-1970s, Killen was 
charged with making death threats against a Newton County private 
detective who had followed him and a married woman with whom he 
was having an affair to a motel. The threats were made to the detec-
tive’s wife, who secretly recorded her conversation with Killen. During 
the telephone call Killen was recorded as saying, “You tell him that 
he is exactly right, that he is dead. Tell him that’s the fi rst thing I 
would like for him to do if you get to see him again is prepare to meet 
his maker.”1 The district attorney who prosecuted him, Marcus Gor-
don, obtained a conviction, and Killen spent four months in jail for 
the crime. 

As early as 2000, Posey had implicated Killen in the Philadelphia 
murders but only after receiving a guarantee from prosecutors that 
they would not use his statements against him if Posey were ever 
charged with crimes related to the murders. Posey was offi cially 
immune to prosecution.

In 2005, a little more than a year after taking offi ce, Mississippi 
attorney general Jim Hood asked the FBI for help in building a case 
against Killen. Former FBI agent Jim Ingram was called back into 
service to help Neshoba County authorities with the investigation. 
Posey was taken before a Neshoba County grand jury to testify about 
his knowledge of Killen’s involvement in the murders of Schwerner, 
Goodman, and Chaney. After testifying behind closed doors, Posey 
was besieged by reporters in the hallway and complained that he 
thought it was ridiculous for the murders to be reinvestigated after so 
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many years. Thanks, in part, to Posey’s reluctant testimony, Killen 
was indicted for orchestrating the murders of the civil rights 
workers.

Technically speaking, Hood’s success at obtaining an indictment 
was due to the dogged persistence of his staffers, who discovered a 
felony manslaughter statute that could be applied to the case. At a 
deeper level it was due to Hood’s upbringing as a prosecutor’s son in 
the red-clay hills of northern Mississippi. He was the fi rst Mississippi 
attorney general to be educated in an integrated school system, and 
he carried none of the racist baggage that allowed killers such as 
Edgar Ray Killen to have immunity.

“Once I got into offi ce, I kept getting asked, ‘What are you going 
to do about that case?’” explained Hood. “Once I met with some of 
the victims’ family members, I realized that these people had never 
had their day in court. I looked at the facts of the case more closely, 
and when I realized that it met my threshold for presentation to a 
grand jury, I let them decide up or down.” 

Preacher Killen Goes to Court

Killen lived in a ramshackle house surrounded by broken-down cars 
and trucks on about twenty acres of worn-out land immediately north 
of Union, a hamlet of about two thousand people, located mostly in 
Newton County. His little universe was just barely in Neshoba 
County, in about the center of the southern border. All of this is part 
of the Mississippi sand-clay hill region, with its soil a mixture of red-
dish sand and clay that is very susceptible to erosion.

Killen, known as “Preacher” to his neighbors, was physically 
strong, and his friends said he could do the work of two men. He 
operated a sawmill and moonlighted as a jackleg preacher in Baptist 
churches in a hardscrabble area of the state. He offi ciated at weddings 
and buried the dead with an unusual wit and gift of gab. One neigh-
bor remarked that when he saw Killen walking up, he knew he would 
have to miss the long-promised fi shing trip with his grandson because 
sometimes Killen’s stories rambled on interminably. 
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Killen roamed free in Neshoba and Newton counties, with 
everybody knowing full well he had orchestrated the 1964 murders 
of the three civil rights workers. In the 1967 federal trial for viola-
tion of the civil rights of Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner, the 
jury voted eleven to one for Killen’s conviction, the lone holdout 
steadfast in her belief that she just could not convict a preacher. 
Killen walked freely through the shopping malls and barber shops 
and mingled with the crowds, sometimes causing all voices to fall 
silent on his approach. 

The massive investigation and the civil rights trial did not deter 
Preacher Killen from railing against integration and preaching in his 
county churches that white dominance was the way of the Lord and 
any opposition must be crushed. When the FBI investigators were 
questioning him about the murder of Martin Luther King Jr., Killen 
inquired, “Who did it?” When the FBI asked why he wanted to know, 
Killen exclaimed, “I want to shake his hand.” The two people he most 
admired were the late governor Ross Barnett and the late senator 
James O. Eastland, the two who most exemplify the Mississippi resis-
tance to civil rights. Killen kept a big picture of Barnett hanging on 
his wall and praised Big Jim Eastland for bottling up civil rights leg-
islation for decades. As Howard Ball tells us in Justice in Mississippi, 
Preacher Killen lived in his own corner of Mississippi amid a “culture 
of impunity.” It had now been forty years. When they tried to get him 
on a civil rights violation in connection with the murders, he’d walked 
free. Why should he worry now?

In early January 2005, Killen was shocked when a Mississippi 
grand jury indicted him for orchestrating the 1964 slayings of the 
three civil rights workers. On January 7, 2005, he pleaded not guilty 
to the three counts of murder. He now faced the fi rst-ever state 
charges in these three forty-year-old murders.

The tension in Philadelphia was electrifying, with television and 
radio networks and print media from around the world pouring into 
the city. Most locals showed resentment, considering all of these the-
atrics to be an invasion. On June 13, 2005, Killen returned to the 
Neshoba County Courthouse in Philadelphia to face his trial. Some 
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of the Klan had gathered. J. J. Harper of Cordele, Georgia, the impe-
rial wizard of the American White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, was 
there to greet him, to eagerly shake Killen’s hand and to show support 
for his Christian brother.

Looking a bit like a crazed creature from the dark forest, Killen 
was pushed into the courthouse in his wheelchair by a deputy, sur-
rounded by a gauntlet of question-shouting reporters. He lashed out 
at them with sinister clawlike hands that fl ailed in the sunshine, 
resembling a mole that’d been dragged from a black hole into the light 
of day. There was a wild look in his eyes, an expression of rage on his 
face. Not until he was pushed into the air-conditioned cocoon of the 
courthouse did he relax, wrapping himself in a cloak of redneck 
hubris. 

As with all criminal trials, the trial started with the selection of 
the jury. This took a couple of days, June 13 and 14. The judge was 
Marcus Gordon, a no-nonsense jurist who had grown up in the same 
small town as Killen and as a district attorney in the mid-1970s had 
prosecuted Killen for making threats against a private detective. Judge 
Gordon conducted the trial with fairness and effi ciency. He began 
dismissing jurors, some for not being able to read and write, about 
twelve for being over age sixty-fi ve, several for being related to Killen, 
and others for being close friends of Killen’s. This was a close-knit 
community. Almost everybody knew everybody else. As a matter of 
fact, Preacher Killen had conducted the funeral services for both of 
Judge Gordon’s parents some few years earlier.

The panel selected to hear the case consisted of twelve jurors and 
fi ve alternates. There were nine white women, four white men, two 
black women, and two black men—four teachers, two nurses, a librar-
ian, an engineer, a social worker, a homemaker, a few chicken farm-
ers, and laborers of one kind or another. Atlanta jury consultant 
Andrew Sheldon, who had assisted the prosecutors in the Beckwith 
trial eleven years earlier, worked with the prosecution.

The prosecutors—Mark Duncan, a newly elected district attorney 
who was only a toddler when the crimes were committed, and Attor-
ney General Hood, who was not even born when the crimes took 
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place—spent only two days presenting their case. Their efforts were 
severely restricted by the deaths of many of those who’d participated 
in the murders and the failure of any of the living Ku Klux Klan mem-
bers who had a hand in the crimes to come forward and testify. Hood 
fervently hoped they would do so and even subpoenaed fi ve for trial, 
but the Klansmen simply would not testify. That left the prosecutors 
with only the transcript of the 1967 federal conspiracy trial to estab-
lish much of the required proof. Jerry Mitchell wrote presciently in 
the Clarion-Ledger that the prosecutors’ case would hinge on their 
ability to “make the dead come to life,” and that was indeed what 
happened.

Although limited to only fi fteen minutes for the opening state-
ment, the prosecution came to life when Hood suggested that some 
of the witnesses would be “speaking from the grave.”2 He told the jury 
that Killen was a Kleagle, a Klan offi cer who organized and recruited 
Klan members. He said that the plans of the Klan were to eliminate 
Michael Schwerner, and that the Klan burned down the Mount Zion 
Methodist Church to lure Schwerner back so that they could kill him. 
Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner were stopped by Cecil Ray Price 
and placed in jail so the Klan could be gathered to commit the mur-
ders. According to Hood, Killen even went so far as to order the men 
to obtain plastic gloves for the elimination.3 When released from jail, 
the three civil rights workers were chased down and killed on the 
spot, and their bodies were disposed of fi fteen feet under a dam being 
constructed not far from Philadelphia. Looking at Killen seated in the 
courtroom, Hood said that not only had Killen planned the murders, 
but he also told people afterward where the bodies were hidden. He 
concluded, “You will fi nd the defendant guilty of the three counts of 
murder.”4 

Killen was represented by Mitch Moran, who at forty-three had 
no remembrance of the horrors infl icted on blacks during the civil 
rights era, and James McIntyre, seventy-three, a Jackson attorney who 
had been in the trenches defending criminal cases all his life. After 
Hood spoke for the prosecution, Moran surprised the courtroom by 
admitting that Killen was a member of the Klan and that he recruited 
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Klan members to kick the three civil rights workers’ “butts out of 
Neshoba County.” But Moran emphasized that that does not make 
Killen guilty of murder. It is not against the law to be a member of the 
Klan, he argued, and it’s certainly not murder to tell someone to kick 
the butt of another.5 

The prosecution’s case consisted of fourteen witnesses, six of 
these “from the grave,” meaning that their testimony was read from 
the 1967 transcript because they were deceased at the time of this 
trial. The prosecution’s fi rst witness was the articulate and intelligent 
wife of Michael Schwerner, Rita Schwerner Bender, who since the 
1964 murders had remarried. Her heartrending testimony made a 
strong opening for the prosecution.6 The prosecution then piled on the 
evidence through the testimony of witnesses who outlined the details 
of the murders.

Hood and Duncan did the best they could with the reading of this 
testimony. Good trial lawyers know such testimony is terribly dry, and 
they make great efforts to avoid it. In this case, however, the tran-
script testimony was essential to place the civil rights workers at the 
Mount Zion Methodist Church on June 21, 1964, and to prove the 
admissions of Killen, the burned car of the civil rights workers, and, 
in general, the details of this tragic event. The eighth to testify was 
the mother of the murdered Andrew Goodman, who at ninety read 
the last message she received from her son on a postcard, presumably 
sent to allay some of her fears:

Dear Mom and Dad,

I have arrived safely in Meridian, Mississippi. This is a wonderful 
town and the weather is fi ne. I wish you were here. The people in 
this city are wonderful and our reception was very good.

All my love,
Andy7

The prosecution established that in January 1964, Schwerner and 
his wife, Rita, traveled from their home in New York to Mississippi to 
work in the civil rights movement. When the Schwerners arrived in 
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Meridian, they befriended Chaney, and together they set out to estab-
lish a community center to provide African American teens a safe 
place to meet and visit, and also to provide children access to books. 
The Schwerners lived in a number of places in Meridian as guests of 
African American families but had to leave when the families received 
threats. After this process was repeated several times, they moved 
into an upstairs apartment with no running water. Each day they went 
to Young’s Hotel to shower but were forced to sneak in the back door 
because the hotel was owned by an African American who was afraid 
of what would happen to him if word got out that he was allowing 
whites to use facilities designated for blacks.

The Schwerners were increasingly subjected to threats.8 Rita 
received calls telling her she had better “watch out” or her husband 
would be killed, and sometimes the caller would tell her that her 
husband had already been killed. In spite of the threats, the Schwer-
ners continued their work. 

Killen, who was the recruiter for both the Neshoba County and 
Lauderdale County Klan organizations, called Klaverns, recruited 
Delmar Dennis, the Methodist pastor in Meridian who would later 
testify in the Beckwith case. Killen explained to Dennis that “there 
would be things the Klan would need to do, and among those would 
be the burning [of] crosses, people would need to be beaten, and 
occasionally there would have to be elimination,” which Dennis testi-
fi ed meant killing a person.9 Schwerner, referred to by the Klan simply 
as “Goatee,” became the subject of discussions at Klan meetings.10 
According to Dennis, Killen stated that the elimination “had already 
been approved by the state offi cers of the Klan and had been made a 
part of their program, and it would be taken care of.” 

Around Memorial Day 1964, Schwerner and Chaney met with 
the members of Mount Zion Methodist Church in Neshoba County 
to seek permission to use the church facilities that summer for a 
school similar to the community center in Meridian. They also wanted 
to use the facilities as a place to train volunteers to help African 
Americans register to vote. Subsequently, Schwerner and Chaney 
joined Goodman in Ohio.
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On June 18 the Schwerners, Chaney, and Goodman received 
word in Ohio that the church had burned. They decided that Rita 
would remain in Ohio while Schwerner, Chaney, and Goodman 
returned to Mississippi to meet with the church members. On Satur-
day, June 20, Schwerner kissed Rita good-bye and left for Mississippi 
with Chaney and Goodman in a blue station wagon. It was the last 
time Rita saw her husband alive. That evening Schwerner called Rita 
to tell her they had arrived in Meridian and were planning to go to 
Philadelphia the next day. After the three men were stopped on the 
way to Philadelphia and placed in the Neshoba County jail, Killen 
immediately rounded up a gaggle of Klansmen to perform the 
“elimination.”

At about 10:30 p.m., the three men were released. They were fol-
lowed by the Klansmen on Highway 19 toward Meridian. Deputy 
Price caught up with them and pulled them over to the side of the 
road. They were ordered into the backseat of the patrol car and driven 
back toward Philadelphia. The patrol car turned left onto a graded 
clay road, where the three were shot and mutilated. Their bodies were 
then taken to the site of a dam construction, where Klansmen stood 
guard over the bodies until a bulldozer operator arrived to bury them 
under the dam.11 

Killen admitted his guilt on at least two occasions. The day after 
the killings, he went to Klansman Joseph M. Hatcher for the purpose 
of delivering a gun. During the transaction Killen readily admitted, 
“We got rid of those civil rights workers, and you won’t have no more 
trouble out of Goatee.”12 In 1967 young Mike Winstead went to church 
at Pine Grove Baptist Church. Killen came to church that day, and 
although Mike was only ten years old at the time, he remembered 
vividly a conversation Killen had with Mike’s grandfather later that 
day. Mike recalled his grandfather asking Killen if he had had any-
thing to do with the killing of those three civil rights workers, and 
Killen had responded, yes, and he was proud of it.13 

Some of the most exciting testimony from the grave came from 
Delmar Dennis, a Klan informant who explained how the “elimina-
tion” was carried out. The belated testimony was a reminder, as Wil-
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liam Faulkner once pointed out, that “a mule will labor ten years 
willingly and patiently for you, for the privilege of kicking you once.” 
Dennis’s testimony, even when read in a monotone in open court, 
whacked Killen where it hurt the most—in juror believability.

Prosecutors always attempt to end with a strong witness and, if 
possible, one who will tap into the emotions of the jurors. Duncan and 
Hood did just that with the heartfelt testimony of the mother of the 
murdered James Chaney, Fannie Lee Chaney, eighty-two at the time 
of the trial.14 She testifi ed about James leaving to install a children’s 
library and never coming back and tearfully testifi ed about the treat-
ment she received after James was reported missing. She was threat-
ened, her home was shot at and splattered with eggs thrown by passing 
cars, and she was unable to fi nd a job of any kind and fi nally was 
forced to move her family to New York. With her testimony the pros-
ecution rested.

The defense went to work by placing on the stand Killen’s brother 
and sister, who swore that Killen was with them for a Father’s Day 
party on the day of the event, that he stayed there until 4:00 or 
5:00 p.m., and that after that he was at the funeral home to offi ciate 
at two wakes.15 On cross-examination of Killen’s brother, District 
Attorney Duncan asked if he knew that his brother (Edgar Ray Killen) 
was a member of the Klan. Killen’s brother, to the chagrin of Duncan, 
quickly answered that he didn’t know, “but I’ve heard talk that your 
daddy and granddaddy was in the Klan more than I have him.”16 Dun-
can stared at Killen’s brother and continued his cross-examination. 
Not only does everybody in Neshoba County know everybody else, 
but they even know the foibles of each other’s ancestors.

Attorney General Hood began the closing argument for the pros-
ecution with these words: “Evil fl ourishes when good people sit idly 
by and do nothing.” He pleaded with the jury to do its duty and 
emphasized that it is never too late to do what is right. He personal-
ized the civil rights workers by emphasizing that they came to Missis-
sippi to do God’s work and to help their fellow man. He pleaded that 
the jury not just let God deal with Killen—because doing so would 
be “shirking your duty”—and he reminded them that it was Killen 
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who orchestrated the crime and then hid in the funeral home “like a 
coward.”17 

All during the trial Hood pondered why Killen would commit 
such a crime.18 In his own mind he tried to dissect his character and 
emotional makeup, trying to understand the man. He used logic in an 
attempt to understand but fi nally realized that if the crime had been 
logical, Killen wouldn’t have done it. Killen was a preacher, wasn’t he? 
It really bothered Hood that he could commit such a despicable act. 
He’d buried the judge’s parents. Surely, he had some redeeming quali-
ties. Hood could tell by looking at the jury that they were just as 
puzzled as he was about Killen. 

Toward the end of his closing argument, he walked over to Killen 
and pointed directly at his face. Recalls Hood: “I’d already showed the 
jury a picture of him as a young man, trying to bring it back to them. 
I said, ‘There evil sits. It’s seething behind those glasses.’”

Suddenly, Killen blurted out, “Shut up, you son of a bitch!”19 
Killen’s lawyer swatted at his hand, trying to silence him, but it 

was too late. He’d shown his true character, and at the worst possible 
moment. Hood recalls “standing there with my mouth open. The 
jury’s sitting there hearing this stuff.” It was then that he realized 
“there are forces of good and evil in the world—and evil was seething 
behind those glasses.” Hood adds, “I hope one day, before he passes 
away, that he reads what he’s preached all those years.” 

After Killen’s outburst James McIntyre stormed back with his 
closing argument in Killen’s defense. He stressed the state’s burden to 
prove its case beyond a reasonable doubt and explained how the state 
had failed to meet this burden by calling witnesses who had admit-
tedly lied in the 1967 trial and who were paid FBI informants. He 
emphasized that the jury must look to justice and fair play and 
implored the jurors to fi nd his client not guilty.

After the fi nal closing by Duncan for the state, the judge dis-
missed the fi ve alternate jurors, and the remaining twelve began their 
deliberation at about 3:30 p.m. on June 20. Two hours later the jury 
reported back to Judge Gordon that they were divided six to six and 
could not reach a verdict at that time. Rumors were rampant that the 
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jury was deadlocked and the case would end with a mistrial. Judge 
Gordon called a recess until the following day. 

The next morning the jury began their deliberations again at 
11:18 a.m., and in less than three hours the jurors announced they had 
arrived at a unanimous verdict. The jury marched in and made a 
semicircle around the judge’s bench, and the foreman handed the 
verdict to Judge Gordon. The courtroom was completely silent as the 
judge deliberately perused the verdict form and then handed it to the 
clerk, Patti Duncan Lee, who read the verdict: the jury had rejected 
the murder charges but found Killen guilty of manslaughter on all 
three counts. Ironically, the verdict came exactly forty-one years to 
the day after Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner were murdered. 
After the trial former FBI agent Jim Ingram said there was no doubt 
in his mind about Killen’s guilt. “No matter what his family says, 
[Klan leader] Bowers gave him the nod—get Schwerner.”

Two days later Judge Gordon sentenced Killen to serve twenty 
years on each count, for a total of sixty years. The courtroom sat 
stunned. No one had expected the maximum. Killen had nothing to 
say when given the opportunity to speak by Judge Gordon, who then 
ordered the sheriff to take Killen back to jail to begin his sentence.

There was probably more drama at the bail hearing on August 12, 
2005, than at the trial. Under Mississippi law the hearing cannot be 
held before an appeal is fi led with the Supreme Court. Killen clearly 
wanted bail so that just maybe he could remain free and spew his 
racial hatred in his churches and to all who would listen. The two 
questions the trial judge must ponder at such a bail hearing are 
whether the defendant is a fl ight risk and whether the defendant 
would pose a special danger. The courtroom swarmed with members 
of Killen’s family and his friends. The defense attorneys called seven 
witnesses to prove that Killen was not a fl ight risk and that, because 
of his health condition necessitating his continued use of a wheel-
chair, he could not possibly be a threat to the community.

Two of the witnesses testifi ed that they had known Killen all of 
his life and that he was their pastor for years.20 Another testifi ed that 
he was baptized by Killen, and yet another testifi ed that he was a 
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church member and neighbor of Killen. In addition, three other wit-
nesses testifi ed that Killen was not a fl ight risk, nor a danger to 
others. 

The testimony of the state was weak, bringing in the jailers who 
had asked Killen routine questions, one being whether he had any 
suicidal tendencies.21 Killen had shot back that he would “kill you [the 
jailer] before I would kill myself.” Killen’s lawyers ridiculed these jail-
ers, and all admitted on cross-examination that they really didn’t think 
Killen would rise out of his wheelchair and kill them. The defense put 
on the sheriff in rebuttal, and he testifi ed that Killen was not a threat 
to himself or to other prisoners. 

After hearing arguments Judge Gordon granted Killen his release 
on a $600,000 bail bond. The Mississippi Supreme Court, on Sep-
tember 8, 2005, refused to hear the state’s appeal of Judge Gordon’s 
ruling on bail. That meant that Killen was able to move around as a 
free man. But Killen, emboldened by his bond victory, moved around 
a little too much for a man supposedly confi ned to a wheelchair. 
Policemen and friends from other counties saw Killen out of his 
wheelchair and walking with no problem, fi lling up his vehicles with 
gas and otherwise moving about the county freely and without the 
necessity of a wheelchair. All of this was noted in local newspapers, 
thus giving the impression that Killen had misrepresented his physical 
condition to the court. In addition, there was a “Killen Appreciation 
Day,” which was scheduled for September 18, and Killen had expressed 
his enthusiasm for being present. White supremacist Richard Barrett 
said, “It’s an old-fashioned Mississippi homecoming. It’s held for sports 
fi gures and beauty queens. Why not for political prisoners?”22

Judge Gordon was incensed. At a hearing on September 12, 2005, 
he expressed his feeling that Killen’s miraculous recovery indicated 
that fraud had been committed on the court and that Killen’s enthu-
siasm to attend the “Killen Appreciation Day” was revolting, since it 
showed callous disregard for the deaths of the three innocent persons, 
who died in a cruel, heinous, and atrocious manner. Killen was 
ordered back to jail, his only hope now being a reversal by the Missis-
sippi Supreme Court.
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The Mississippi Supreme Court took its own good time and fi nally 
came down with a decision on April 12, 2007. The opinion was aston-
ishing, not for its affi rmation of the decision of the lower court that 
Killen must languish in jail for the rest of his life but for the enlighten-
ing and surprising language it used in reaching its decision. In struc-
turing its opinion, a unanimous Mississippi Supreme Court, for the 
fi rst time in history, found that in the years leading up to 1964, “racial 
discrimination in Mississippi was rampant and largely unchecked.”23 
The court, with obvious passion, stated that rampant racial discrimi-
nation “was practiced at all levels of state government, and by many 
citizens, in varying degrees.” 

The court reasoned that the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan 
“was a violent and radical organization, whose members passionately 
believed that the white race was superior to other races; that integra-
tion of the races violated the laws of God and nature; and that edu-
cational and social mingling of the races was to be prevented at all 
costs.” The court continued by observing that the Klan “practiced 
hatred and violence . . . and was to use whatever force necessary—
including harassment, intimidation, physical abuse, and even mur-
der—to maintain racial and social segregation in Mississippi.” It 
continued by fi nding that few African Americans were registered to 
vote, that juries were all white, and that there was a complete domina-
tion by whites in state and local government, including law enforce-
ment.24 The court noted that the Klan included among its members 
and sympathizers law enforcement offi cers, who provided both pro-
tection against prosecution and the appearance that Klan activities 
were conducted under state law.

The court went even further by recognizing that in the 1960s, 
racial tensions were high and, even when the FBI became involved in 
investigating civil rights cases and church bombings, white citizens 
most often were unwilling to assist, and that in Neshoba County in 
1964, the white citizens were hostile to the federal agents and were 
unhappy they were there. Civil rights workers were viewed and labeled 
by many whites as “outsiders” and as “troublemakers” who had no 
business in Mississippi. Some even felt that if the three men had 
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fallen victim to violence, “they had brought it upon themselves.” It was 
against this history that Michael Schwerner, James Chaney, and 
Andrew Goodman found themselves working together in the civil 
rights movement in Meridian in 1964.

The Mississippi Supreme Court almost summarily dismissed Kil-
len’s legal arguments, including the assignment of error that the trial 
court had erred in granting the state’s request for jury instructions on 
manslaughter. The high court found that there was more than suffi -
cient evidence supporting manslaughter and that there were no errors 
in the trial court’s instructions. The high court further held that the 
delay of forty-one years in bringing the indictment did not deny Killen 
due process of law, nor did it violate his Sixth Amendment right to a 
speedy trial. The state had pointed out that any delay was preindict-
ment and that the trial took place only fi ve months following indict-
ment. The high court utilized the two-prong test for analysis of 
preindictment delays, which requires the defendant to show that the 
preindictment delay prejudiced the defendant and that the delay was 
an intentional device used by the government to obtain a tactical 
advantage over the accused. The court held that Killen had failed to 
meet its burden on both issues.

More perplexing to the court was Killen’s argument that he was 
prejudiced by the trial, since if he had been prosecuted in the 1960s, 
he likely would have drawn an all-white jury—and that jury would 
have been reluctant to convict a white man whose only crime was 
doing harm to a black man (Chaney) and two white civil rights work-
ers (Schwerner and Goodman). In other words Killen was saying that 
he probably would have been immune from prosecution in 1964 
because an all-white jury would not have considered it a crime to kill 
an African American or a civil rights worker.

The high court was shocked by that argument. It agreed that Kil-
len’s premise was accurate in the observation that juries have changed 
since the 1960s and that the political climate and attitude of the 
general public was materially different, but Killen’s lawyers could cite 
no authority for their proposition that the verdict should be reversed 
because the political climate had changed, and the high court refused 
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to entertain this argument. It concluded by stating, “We shall say no 
more than to add that we fi nd this argument has no merit, and we are 
surprised it is made.”25

Whatever immunity Killen possessed for over four decades, 
granted to him by Mississippi Values, suddenly vanished with that 
surprising high court decision born of disgust, guilt, and a hope of 
redemption, leaving him in prison with only his own fears and obses-
sions to guide him to the other side, which most folks in Mississippi 
prayed would be a short journey. 

For Attorney General Jim Hood, the trial was something that he 
undertook out of a sense of duty. At its core the case was simple in 
that the base issue was murder. It was not until months later, when 
Hood went to a national meeting for attorneys general, that he under-
stood the full impact of the case. Attorneys general approached Hood 
with comments about how Mississippi had changed, the clear impli-
cation being that Mississippi had a terrible past to overcome. Recalls 
Hood in an interview with the authors: “Most of them were in college 
when all this occurred, and they knew everything about it. . . . I saw 
how people perceived us before and then afterward. In the end, I 
think the trial will help Neshoba County put the matter behind 
them.”
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James Ford Seale: 
Time Runs Out 

for a Killer

The fi ve-page indictment succinctly laid out the charges against James 
Ford Seale: one count of conspiracy, one count of kidnapping for the 
abduction of Henry Dee, and one count of kidnapping for the abduc-
tion of Charles Moore. The indictment alleged that Seale was a mem-
ber of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan of Mississippi, which 
“targeted for violence African Americans they believed were involved 
in civil rights activity.” Further, the indictment alleged that Seale 
abducted Moore and Dee and transported them to the Homochitto 
National Forest, where the two men were beaten “with switches and 
tree branches” and then bound with duct tape and taken to the Mis-
sissippi River, where they were thrown into the river to drown.

On January 25, 2007, Seale pleaded not guilty before United 
States magistrate Linda Anderson, who, as was noted earlier, denied 
bond, stating, “Neither the weight of the crime nor its circumstances 
have been diminished by the passage of time.”
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The trial was held in the historic federal courtroom on the fourth 
fl oor of the James O. Eastland Courthouse on Capitol Street in Jack-
son, Mississippi. The courtroom is approximately forty-fi ve feet by a 
hundred feet, with the judge’s imposing bench at the west end and 
with beautiful wood panels running about halfway up the walls. On 
the north and east walls, portraits of former federal judges stare down 
on the participants like prophets from the Old Testament. The light-
ing is provided by eight large chandeliers, dome lights hanging from 
the ceiling in two rows. 

The courtroom is graced by a large mural that is covered at all 
times by a curtain. The mural, titled Pursuits of Life in Mississippi, 
extends almost entirely across the west wall behind the judge’s bench, 
incredibly purporting to depict Mississippi pastoral scenes. The peo-
ple depicted in the painting are neatly segregated, the whites very 
happy as they play, and the blacks working physically hard but happily 
playing the banjo and dancing. The mural was painted by a celebrated 
artist, Simka Simkhovitch, at the end of the Great Depression. Murals 
such as this are often mistaken for Works Progress Administration 
art, but they were actually administered by the Procurement Division 
of the Treasury Department. The artists were chosen by anonymous 
competitions where the national jurors were often other artists. 

Simka Simkhovitch, who was born in Russia and came to New 
York in 1924, completed this remarkable mural in 1938. The Russian 
artist was chosen over celebrated Mississippi artist Walter Anderson, 
who lived as a hermit on the offshore islands and painted beautiful 
natural scenes of seabirds and sea life. Anderson competed vigorously 
for the commission, and his rejection caused him great frustration 
and tribulation. Coupled with illness, family tragedies, and his strug-
gle to make a living with work he detested (manufacturing fi gurines), 
the rejection led to a mental breakdown with psychotic episodes.

For many years, presiding in the courtroom, seated beneath the 
mural, was the infamous Judge William Harold Cox, who was never 
hesitant to display his racist wrath. In January 1964 a number of 
blacks in Canton were denied their right to register to vote and fi led 
suit against the circuit clerk, Foote Campbell, to allow registration. 
Judge Cox referred to the Canton blacks who attempted to register as 
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“a bunch of niggers.” Once he told Constance Baker Motley, an Afri-
can American civil rights activist and lawyer who in 1956 wrote the 
original complaint in Brown v. Board of Education, whose head 
touched the wall as she leaned back while examining a witness, 
“Counselor, get your greasy hair off my wall.”1 And thus Judge Cox 
carried on until his retirement. No attempt at recusal was ever 
successful.

Monumental changes can take place in forty-two years. When 
James Ford Seale, wearing prison orange, shuffl ed into the fourth-
fl oor courtroom to answer the charges for the crimes he’d committed 
on May 2, 1964, no longer was the racial mural visible across the west 
wall behind the judge’s desk; it was now obscured by a neat blue cur-
tain. No longer was Judge Cox there bellowing his racial wrath from 
the judge’s bench. In his place sat Chief Judge Henry Wingate, a Yale-
educated African American appointed in 1985 when he was thirty-
eight years of age, who had enjoyed a distinguished career as an 
Assistant United States Attorney for the Southern District of Missis-
sippi before this appointment. No longer was James Seale a hand-
some, vigorous twenty-nine-year-old. Although he appeared somewhat 
impish, he was now a bespectacled seventy-one-year-old man with 
loose shackles on his feet and hands. The courtroom in which he 
quietly sat was now not only politically correct but completely 
reconstructed.

Seale was a long way from his home in Roxie, a tiny town located 
in southeast Mississippi in Franklin County. In 1960 it had a popula-
tion of 569 people, about 40 percent white and 59 percent African 
American. Ironically, the most famous son of Seale’s little hamlet is 
the celebrated author Richard Nathaniel Wright (1908–1960), a 
grandson of slaves who was born into poverty on a plantation near 
Roxie. He wrote sixteen books that were highly acclaimed as the 
greatest books ever written on race and class divisions. His powerful 
novels refl ected the forces of poverty, injustice, evil, and hopeless-
ness—forces that tragically culminated in the brutal deaths of Charles 
Moore and Henry Dee. 

The most infamous son of this hamlet is James Ford Seale, who 
actually got away with the murders of Charles Moore and Henry Dee 
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for most of his life, that is, until the day he entered the courtroom and 
sat near the outside wall with his attorneys. On that fi rst day he 
glanced back at his wife, Jean, but otherwise sat almost at attention, 
gazing straight ahead. 

Judge Wingate mounted the bench as the courtroom deputy called 
the court to order. Everyone in the courtroom knew who was in 
charge. It was surely not the lawyers or the participants. Judge Wing-
ate radiates a sense of authority and runs his courtroom with com-
plete control and professional judicial demeanor.

Motions were the issues of the day. The defense attempted to 
persuade the judge that the bond ruling should be reversed and that 
the charges should be dismissed because the fi ve-year statute of limi-
tations had expired. The defense struck out on both counts. First, it 
is unusual for a district judge to reverse a bond ruling of the magis-
trate, and, second, the judge did not feel there was a statute of limita-
tions that would restrict a charge of kidnapping, since he regarded the 
act Seale was charged with as a capital crime. Explaining that “kid-
napping is typically recognized as a capital offense,” Judge Wingate 
denied the motion and ruled that it did not matter that forty-three 
years had gone by.

There was other wrangling. The prosecution wanted a long, 
detailed questionnaire to be submitted to every proposed juror. The 
defense resisted this proposal, arguing that the questionnaire asked 
shocking questions about race and that the prosecution was overtly 
inserting race into the case. The prosecution felt that the question-
naire was essential to understand the proposed jurors’ positions on 
racial issues. Judge Wingate agreed with the prosecution, and the 
questionnaire was used. Similar questionnaires have been used in a 
number of high-profi le civil rights cases going back to the 1960s. 

On April 30, Judge Wingate started hearing the fi nal pretrial 
motions. The defense had moved to suppress the statements that 
Seale had made during the two-hour ride from his home to Jackson 
following his arrest in 1964, and well they should have. The alleged 
admission was devastating to the defense. (“We know you did it. You 
know you did it. The Lord above knows you did it.”/“Yes, but I’m not 
going to admit it. You are going to have to prove it.”)
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The defense attempted to show that Seale was subjected to physi-
cal abuse, that he was denied his Miranda rights and did not have a 
lawyer. The prosecution responded that Seale was not abused, that 
his statement was entirely voluntary, that the statement made in 1964 
was before the requirements of Miranda, and that in any case, Seale 
never asked for a lawyer. After hearing several witnesses and taking 
the motion under advisement, Judge Wingate ruled in favor of the 
prosecution: the admission could be placed in evidence.

The defense also sought to suppress another statement, one of 
Ernest Gilbert, a deceased FBI informant and a former leader of the 
KKK. Gilbert had told the FBI that Clyde and James Seale and 
another Klansman told him they “had picked up the two black kids, 
took them out to Clyde Seale’s farm, beat them, and threw them in 
the river.” It was a substantial blow to the prosecution when Judge 
Wingate suppressed this statement. Although the reasoning of Judge 
Wingate is not absolutely clear, it would appear he felt that the state-
ment was hearsay and did not fall within any of the recognized 
exceptions.

After other legal skirmishes, voir dire started on May 30 and lasted 
for three days. The importance of this phase of the trial cannot be 
overemphasized. Good lawyers carefully prepare for this phase of the 
case, knowing that getting the right jurors is essential to a successful 
outcome. That is why it is so important to have as much information 
as possible. Early trial books for lawyers emphasized various stereo-
types for selection, such as blacks, whites, women, men, nationalities, 
weight, occupation, etc., as being foremost in the selection. For exam-
ple, it was thought that all Slavic races would be more sympathetic 
toward the plaintiff and that Nordic types would be more favorable to 
the defendant, and that male jurors are better for the defendant as 
opposed to female jurors. Despite the prevalence of juror stereotyping, 
psychologists have taught us that it is absolutely incorrect. We have 
learned that decisions are most often made by the life experiences of 
the jurors. In other words, each juror views the facts from his or her 
own lens regardless of race, religion, sex, or nationality, making a 
thorough voir dire extremely important. Lawyers often say that all they 
want is a “fair and impartial jury.” That is not true. What a trial lawyer 
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worth his or her salt wants is a juror who is prejudiced—but preju-
diced in favor of his or her side.

The voir dire in the Seale trial was emotional and dramatic. 
Seale was now neatly dressed in a carefully pressed blue shirt and 
khaki trousers. He sat up straight and listened carefully. Judge Win-
gate fi rst attempted to weed out jurors who might not be able to 
serve. Juror number ten explained that it would be too dangerous for 
his brother-in-law to work in the woods alone and leave the cattle 
unattended. Juror number seventy-fi ve, a one-armed farmer, said he 
could not serve because he had to tend to six chicken houses. Juror 
number twenty-fi ve, a white woman wearing a gray “Southern Girl” 
T-shirt with a rebel fl ag on it, could not serve because her father had 
just fallen off the roof and she had to take care of him. Juror number 
thirty-seven was unable to serve because he had just bought plane 
tickets to take his wife to Miami for eye surgery. Juror number 
twenty-nine had chronic depression and anxiety. Juror number fi ve, 
a white female alcoholic, was suffering from anxiety because she 
wished she could be drinking. Juror number fi fty-three broke down 
in tears telling how nervous she got driving from Lawrence County, 
where she lived, and could not sleep thinking about it. Matters got 
even more revealing as the process continued. Juror number six 
described an incident in which he narrowly avoided being harmed 
in a race-motivated church bombing when the KKK rode through 
and shot up houses.

The fi nal day of voir dire was more of the same. Juror number 
sixty-fi ve said she had often heard stories of racial horror from her 
family and “my grandmother grew up on a farm, and when white 
people came by, they would run away to the woods.” Juror number 
forty had had a traumatic sexual experience with an older white man: 
“He just did things that were not permissible, but I couldn’t do any-
thing about it.” Juror number forty-nine revealed on the jury question-
naire that her father was a member of the Klan and had abused her 
until she was eighteen years old.

At last, on Monday, June 4, 2007, the jury was selected. On the jury 
panel there were four blacks and eight whites. Of that number, six were 
male and six were female. There were two alternate jurors selected, 
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both white females. The jury appeared to range from about thirty to 
fi fty years of age. After further dickering over evidentiary matters, the 
court was ready to begin opening statements at 3:00 p.m.

The lawyers representing the government were Dunn Lampton, 
United States Attorney for the Southern District of Mississippi; Paige 
Fitzgerald, Special Litigation Counsel, Civil Rights Division of the 
Department of Justice; and Trial Attorney Eric Gibson of the Depart-
ment of Justice. Representing James Ford Seale were George Lucas 
and Kathy Nester, both lawyers from the Federal Public Defenders’ 
Offi ce located in Jackson.

After the jury was seated, Judge Wingate gave the jury initial 
instructions, what lawyers sometimes call “boiler plate” instructions. 
He then slowly and distinctly read the fi ve-page indictment to the 
jury. At 3:00 p.m., the courtroom was packed and so tense you could 
cut the air with a knife. Everybody was ready for opening statements. 
The opening statement is delivered by each side at the beginning of 
the trial to give the jury an overview of what the evidence will show 
and to lay it out in a logical manner in order for the jury to follow the 
testimony more understandably. It is not argument. Argument is 
reserved for the closing statement when the lawyers can apply all of 
their rhetorical skills. But this does not mean the opening is not with-
out drama. Lawyers understand the psychological principle of pri-
macy and attempt to construct the facts in such a manner that they 
will be most persuasive in favor of their client.

A good opening statement that uses the techniques of drama to 
state the facts in the most persuasive manner and to give the jury a 
bird’s-eye view of what is to come can be likened to a properly con-
ducted musical rendition. Paige Fitzgerald illustrated this as she stood 
up and made the opening statement for the prosecution. She had 
emerged as the primary spokesperson for the government. Fitzgerald 
looked to be about forty and was articulate and quick, with short 
blond hair and a neatly tailored black suit. 

Fitzgerald began her opening statement in a soft voice, looking 
directly at the jury, and recounted the monstrous murders of Dee and 
Moore, who were picked up, beaten almost to death, thrown into the 
trunk of a car, transported to the Mississippi River, weighted down 
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with an engine block and chains, and thrown into the river while still 
alive. When they were fi nally fi shed out of the river, the families of 
Charles Eddie Moore and Henry Hezekiah Dee “had only bones to 
bury.” She spoke of the upcoming testimony of Charles Edwards, a 
coconspirator, who would recite in detail the brutal beatings the young 
nineteen-year-old men received in the Homochitto National Forest. 
She continued by telling the jury of the exchange between Seale and 
the FBI agent Leonard Wolf following Seale’s arrest, when he admit-
ted guilt but told the agent he’d have to prove it. After a pregnant 
pause, Fitzpatrick summed it up: “Well, ladies and gentlemen, after 
forty-three years, we are here to do just that,” and then went about 
telling the jury how they would do so.

Senior federal public defender George Lucas equally demon-
strated his skills in crafting a persuasive opening in a diffi cult case. 
He could not deny that Moore and Dee had been kidnapped and 
killed. He could only hope to convince the jury that the government 
had not proven its case. That was a diffi cult task after the confession 
and the passing of forty-three years. He began by expressing his sor-
row to the families and recognizing these deaths as a “terrible, hor-
rible incident.” He described the deaths as tragic, and he emphasized 
that one “can’t minimize tragedy.” Lucas then set out how the govern-
ment had no credible evidence; it might show Seale was a racist, and 
the jury “may not like it, but it is not a crime to be a racist,” he 
declared emphatically in defi ant terms. Lucas scoffed at the expected 
evidence of so-called coconspirator Charles Edwards. He detailed to 
the jury how Edwards had lied about his involvement in this incident 
“at least nine times,” and now that he was under immunity claimed 
he was telling the truth. Lucas emphasized that “being a member of 
the Klan is not illegal,” and that Seale was not on trial for being a 
racist. He very persuasively concluded by telling the jury, “[You] can-
not fi nd my client guilty to make the family feel better.”

The party that has the burden of proof is always allowed to go 
fi rst. Since the government had the burden of proof, it made the initial 
opening statement and, after the opening statement for the defense, 
began to call its witnesses. It poured on the physical evidence. It 
produced witnesses who testifi ed about fi nding the decomposed tor-
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sos and the personal effects of Moore, including a belt with the letter 
M inscribed on it. These witnesses further described their fi ndings in 
almost unspeakable detail, the fact that Moore’s ankles were tied 
together with “baling wire.” The witnesses were unanimous, in 
describing the examination of the parts of the body, that seeing the 
“baling wire doubled around the ankles, they knew it was not a natu-
ral death.”

On June 5 the government continued piling on the physical evi-
dence by exhibiting to the jury numerous photographs of the locations 
and personal items recovered and the wheels, crankshaft, engine 
block, chains, railroad railings, and other items tied to Moore and Dee 
in an attempt to keep the bodies down under the river forever.

On the morning of day fi ve of the trial, the people in the crowded 
courtroom were poking one another and inquiring when Charles Mar-
cus Edwards would testify. He was the prosecution’s star witness, the 
one who had confessed that he had helped beat Moore and Dee in 
the Homochitto National Forest. The speculation came to an end 
when one of the attorneys announced that Edwards would be placed 
on the stand at around 1:30 that afternoon. The courtroom was jam-
packed when he took the stand. 

Edwards had a white mustache, wore a white open-neck shirt, 
and was obviously nervous, his sentences slow and halting. The gov-
ernment’s case would turn on his credibility. He had to be believed 
by the jury. Several minutes into his testimony, it was apparent that 
he was indeed credible. He appeared to tell the truth, although it was 
very painful. His earlier lies concerning his involvement in these 
deaths were understandable because he was scared to death of Seale 
and his gang. Seale would have had no hesitation about killing him, 
his wife, and their fi ve children. He said that he would not have been 
able to sleep at night knowing his family wouldn’t have a roof over 
their heads if he’d told the truth all those years ago.

Edwards did not disappoint. He reluctantly told his story, after 
probing by Fitzgerald. He pointed out that Dee was wearing a black 
bandana as a potential enemy of the Klan. Moore, he said, was just a 
victim of circumstances. He continued by stating that he and other 
Klansmen beat Moore and Dee in the Homochitto National Forest 
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while Seale held a sawed-off shotgun on them, and that later Seale 
told him he wrapped duct tape around their mouths, bound them 
down with weights, and threw them into the Mississippi River. 
Edwards testifi ed that Seale picked up Dee and Moore in his Volk-
swagen and then Edwards followed in a truck with Klansmen Archie 
Prather, Curtis Dunn, and Clyde Seale. He said the boys were tied to 
trees, and he and others beat them with thick switches. 

At the end of the cross-examination of this emotional witness, 
Edwards somberly asked if he could speak to the victims’ family mem-
bers after the jurors had left the courtroom. Judge Wingate granted 
permission, after which Edwards said, “I can’t undo what was done 
forty years ago, and I’m sorry for that. And I ask for your forgiveness 
for my part in that crime. That’s exactly what I wanted to say to you.” 
Looking at the families of both victims, one could observe tears slowly 
falling and eyes being softly wiped with tissues and handkerchiefs.

Sorrow next turned into excitement as the attorneys wrangled 
over the admission of a journal kept by the Reverend Clyde Briggs, 
minister of the Roxie Colored First Baptist Church. This was the 
church searched by the Klan, with help from law enforcement offi -
cers, after Henry Dee, in an attempt to stop the Klansmen from bru-
tally beating the two men, falsely told them that guns were hidden 
there. 

Judge Wingate allowed not only the three pages dealing with this 
incident but also the entire journal to go into evidence. Other pages 
described harassment of the Briggs family by the Klan. Since the entire 
journal was in, defense attorney Kathy Nester hoped to use it to dis-
credit Briggs as a person with radical associations. On cross-examination 
she turned to pages written by Briggs’s son that criticized the govern-
ment, which he believed may have helped kill his father back in 1965, 
and pages describing his father’s early involvement in Deacons for 
Defense, an armed organization formed to counter the Klan.2

The atrocities of the Klan continued to be shown by the testimony 
of the Reverend R. W. Middleton, Seale’s pastor at Bunkly Baptist 
Church for several months in 1963. Middleton testifi ed that Klans-
man Archie Prather addressed the congregation after it had been told 
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that a “car full of niggers” had followed a white woman home, saying, 
“Let me ride in the trunk and keep it halfway open. I’ll shoot every 
last one of them niggers.” After Middleton suggested that this com-
ment was not appropriate, the Klan ran him out of town. Earlier Seale 
had come to Rev. Middleton’s house to borrow his vise to saw off the 
barrel of his shotgun. Seale said at the time, “What do you think 
would happen if I walked into a nigger juke joint and started 
shooting?” 

Thomas Moore took the stand and emotionally testifi ed about his 
younger, deceased brother, Charles, while the families of Dee and 
Moore fought back tears.

A good trial lawyer understands the psychological premise of 
recency and attempts to reserve one of his or her best witnesses as the 
last. Here again the prosecution did not disappoint. FBI agent Edward 
Putz, the last government witness, testifi ed hearing James Seale 
emphatically state, after being told that the agents knew he had com-
mitted the kidnapping and murders of Moore and Dee, “Yes, but I’m 
not going to admit it; you are going to have to prove it.” Lawyer Fitzger-
ald, in order to make sure these words would not be forgotten, repeated 
them forcefully in closing, declaring that the government had done 
that very thing. It had proven its case beyond a reasonable doubt.

On Wednesday, June 17, the prosecution rested. On that after-
noon the defense started putting on its witnesses. Not surprisingly 
there was little to say. Don Seale, another of James Seale’s brothers, 
testifi ed that his brother had “sore spots” after he was arrested, and 
that the house was torn up, the defense apparently using this to 
show that his admission was not voluntary. Forensic pathologist 
James Lauridson then took the stand and testifi ed that there was no 
way to determine the cause of death of the victims. The purpose of 
this was to convince the jury that Dee and Moore could very well 
have been killed before their bodies were dumped into the river. If 
that was so, under the federal kidnapping law it was necessary that 
they be alive when taken across state lines. On cross-examination, 
that defense was destroyed by Dr. Lauridson agreeing with the pros-
ecution that “there is no logical reason to bind the feet of a dead 
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body.” The fi nal defense witness, James Lynn, of Vicksburg, testifi ed 
that his father had a barge used to transport cotton and cattle to 
Davis, near where the bodies were found. The lawyers were trying 
to show that the crime could reasonably have been committed with-
out crossing state lines.

On this last day, Seale was again neatly dressed in a carefully 
pressed light blue shirt and dark trousers, seemingly unaware of the 
attention focused on him by the spectators. At one point the court-
room became even quieter than usual, perhaps anticipating Judge 
Wingate’s critical question to Seale, “Do you elect not to testify?”

Standing and speaking into the microphone for the fi rst time dur-
ing the trial, Seale succinctly said, “Yes, sir.” 

The defense then rested, and the trial was now over except for the 
“shouting and hollering by the lawyers,” as some old-timers call closing 
arguments.

The government is again allowed to make its argument fi rst; it is 
followed by the defense’s closing argument. The prosecution is then 
given one last shot to reply to the arguments of the defense. So it went 
in the fi nal arguments in the Seale case. Although U.S. Attorney 
Dunn Lampton of Jackson had only a small part in the trial thus far, 
he stood to make the fi rst closing argument for the prosecution. Using 
his rhetorical skills, which had been honed over the years as a pros-
ecutor, he described Dee and Moore as “well-liked, unobtrusive teen-
agers” who met their deaths in a most horrible and abominable 
manner. Lampton described in detail their terrible beatings and being 
transported in the truck to Parker’s Landing to be dumped in the 
Mississippi River. He described the thoughts that may have gone 
through Moore’s mind as he watched as Henry Dee was drowned fi rst 
and then as he waited for them to come for him. Lampton made it 
clear what villainous and wretched murders had taken place.

Kathy Nester, the federal public defender who took the lead role 
for the defense and questioned the witnesses, fi rst did what all good 
lawyers do: she went for the weak spot in the prosecution’s case. She 
knew the jurors would not fi nd Seale guilty if they did not believe 
Edwards’s testimony. She attacked it eloquently and with persuasive 

devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   312devil's sanctuary (i-xii, 1-372).indd   312 4/1/09   11:00:06 PM4/1/09   11:00:06 PM



 James Ford Seale: Time Runs Out for a Killer 313

zeal. “All these years, he’s been lying. All of a sudden, he decides to 
tell the truth,” she said, “defi ning ‘truth’ as the truth [the prosecution] 
wanted to hear.”

Fitzgerald made the last argument on behalf of the prosecution, 
bolstering the truthfulness of Edwards’s testimony. 

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
The courtroom during the 1960s and 1970s was painted a color I would call 

putrid green. This caused me some consternation in trying cases, because 

during a trial that lasted several days or more, I would begin to feel a distress-

ing “putrid green,” as if I were slightly seasick.

After monitoring the Seale trial, thankfully in a courtroom that was now 

painted off-white, I felt that the case would turn on two issues. One, whether 

the jury thought Dee and Moore were taken across the state line while living, 

and, two, whether the jurors believed the testimony of Edwards and thought 

he was credible. I believed that the fi rst point concerning state lines was weak 

for the defense, and I was not convinced whether the jury would even care 

after hearing days of incredibly emotional testimony concerning the brutal 

murders of these two young men.

On the second issue, I thought perhaps it was a closer call, but after 

watching Edwards closely, I came to the conclusion that he was credible. Sure, 

he had earlier denied involvement in these atrocious murders, but he was 

deathly afraid, not only concerning what he had done but also about what the 

KKK would do to him if he ever broke the Klan conspiracy of silence. I con-

cluded that the jury would believe him.

The Verdict

After the closing arguments, Judge Wingate sent the jury out for 
deliberation and verdict. After approximately two hours, a relatively 
short time for such a complicated case, the jury returned with a unan-
imous verdict of guilty on all counts. 

After the verdict Seale turned and looked at his wife, seemingly 
asking if she was all right. Her response was so slight that it was dif-
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fi cult to decipher. The trial was now over, and all that was left was the 
sentencing.

Former FBI agent Jim Ingram, called back into service yet again 
by the U.S. Attorney’s offi ce, had testifi ed at the trial. Later, when 
discussing the case with the authors, he said he “looked at the jurors 
in the Killen trial in 2005 and at the jurors in the Seale trial in 2006, 
and it was just different.” The Seale jury seemed more serious about 
the proceedings. “When I testifi ed at the Seale trial, I stared straight 
at the jurors and I could tell. They were taking notes. I walked away 
feeling different than some of the prosecutors, who thought there 
might be a hung jury. It renewed my faith in the system in Missis-
sippi.” As an afterthought, Ingram added, “James Ford Seale was one 
of the meanest guys you will ever hope to see.” 

On August 24, 2007, James Ford Seale entered the historic court-
room one last time, fully shackled and dressed in an orange jumpsuit, 
to receive the sentence to be imposed by Judge Wingate. Designating 
the crime as “unspeakable, because only monsters could infl ict this,” 
the judge sentenced Seale to three life terms in prison for his role in 
the killings of Henry Hezekiah Dee and Charles Eddie Moore, add-
ing that the “pulse of this community still throbs with sorrow.” This 
sentence effectively put Seale away for the rest of his life. Judge Win-
gate appeared to be searching his own heart as he remarked on the 
“horror” and “ghastliness” of the crime. Since Seale was a cancer 
patient, Judge Wingate agreed to the defense’s recommendation that 
he serve his sentence in a medical facility.

Those who believed that justice, fi nally, had been obtained in the 
murders of Henry Dee and Charles Moore were stunned on Septem-
ber 9, 2008, when a three-judge panel of the U.S. Fifth Circuit Court 
of Appeals vacated Seale’s 2007 conviction on the grounds that the 
statute of limitations on kidnapping had expired. The three judges—
Jerry Smith, age sixty-two, and Harold DeMoss Jr., seventy-eight, 
both of Texas, and Eugene Davis, seventy-two, of Louisiana—were all 
older white men, sons of the Old South, appointed by Ronald Reagan 
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and George H. W. Bush, Republican presidents not known for their 
strong support of civil rights. 

At fi rst glance it seems racism was the guiding principle used by 
the judges; however, a closer reading of their decision makes it clear 
that they had no choice but to overturn the conviction, thus making 
it possible for yet another perpetrator of racial murders in Mississippi 
to go unpunished. However, despite the panel’s ruling, the full court 
denied his release until a hearing could take place in May 2009.

In 1964, when the crimes occurred, kidnapping was a capital 
offense under federal law, and there was no time limitation on pros-
ecution, but the 1972 amendment to that law established a limitation 
of fi ve years for prosecution. Seale’s 2007 prosecution occurred beyond 
the statute of limitations. A fi rst-year law student should have seen 
the reversal coming. Why, then, would the federal government con-
duct a trial that the Civil Rights Division of the Justice Department 
had to know would be overturned?

Was Seale’s prosecution meant to be a “show trial,” a publicity 
stunt undertaken to bolster a Republican administration’s sagging 
image as a protector of civil rights? If true, that only compounds the 
tragedy. In 1964 both state and federal authorities had all the evi-
dence that they needed to proceed with a prosecution. Instead, fear-
ing reprisals from racist whites, they allowed the killers to walk. The 
2007 prosecution was all fl ash and no substance, in its own way just 
as bad as no prosecution at all. Unfortunately, racist killers still are 
immune to justice in Mississippi. 
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PART IV

Picking Up the Pieces 
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18

Atonement in a 
Haunted Land

For most of the twentieth century, Mississippi was a killing fi eld for 
state-sponsored terror infl icted on African Americans and whites who 
participated in the civil rights movement. In retrospect the sheer 
number of murders, beatings, lynchings, and fi re bombings that took 
place during those years is almost incomprehensible, raising questions 
about how it is possible for a state to deviate so far from the norm 
accepted by the rest of the country. It’s not enough to blame the Ku 
Klux Klan, the Mississippi Nazi Party, or the frenzied rednecks that 
roamed the state with Confederate fl ags attached to their ramshackle 
pickup trucks. If that’d been the only source of the problems, the 
chaos would have been a fl icker of short duration. 

For what happened in Mississippi to have occurred, every institu-
tion in the state charged with leadership had to fail—the news media, 
the churches, the legal profession, and all three branches of govern-
ment. Not only did an institutional meltdown have to occur, but there 
also had to be an overt complicity of everyone involved with the 
institutions.
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In 1964 there were 2,198 lawyers, a little more than 100 district 
attorneys and county attorneys, and about 500 county, state, and fed-
eral judges in the state, 99 percent of them white. They all knew right 
from wrong, yet only a handful of them did the right thing when 
called on to do so.

Of the 260 news organizations in Mississippi in the 1960s, 
employing hundreds of reporters, no television or radio stations and 
only three newspapers—the Greenville Delta Democrat-Times, the 
Lexington Advertiser, and the Pascagoula Chronicle—offered leader-
ship through the Dark Days, although it should be noted that those 
three papers had help from Mississippi native Turner Catledge, man-
aging editor of the New York Times. Catledge had arrived at the New 
York Times by way of what is now Mississippi State University, a stint 
at the Neshoba Democrat (Catledge grew up in Philadelphia), and then 
on to the Commercial Appeal, hot on the heels of that newspaper’s 
editorial tussle with the Ku Klux Klan. Acutely aware of the need for 
honest reporting in the South during the rise of the civil rights move-
ment, he sent a reporter, Claude Sitton, to Atlanta to open a Southern 
bureau so that the nation would know the truth about what was hap-
pening in the South. Without Catledge, a good man, backing up the 
work of the Mississippians who stood up for what was right, in effect 
confi rming for a national audience the reporting and editorial stands 
of the Delta Democrat-Times, the Lexington Advertiser, and the Pasca-
goula Chronicle, it would have been much more diffi cult for the edi-
tors of those newspapers to survive the Dark Days. 

Of the nearly fi ve thousand Protestant ministers and Catholic 
priests in Mississippi in the 1960s that were not run out of the state, 
there were only a handful of religious leaders who advocated that their 
congregations adhere to the biblical teachings of their own churches. 
In an effort to justify human rights abuses against a race they felt to 
be inferior, most church leaders modifi ed their spiritual guidance to 
suit the prevailing doctrine of white dominance.

Of all the institutions that should have held fi rm for justice but 
didn’t, the three branches of government, particularly the judiciary 
and the prosecutorial arm of the executive branch of state govern-
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ment, experienced the most grievous failure. Prosecutions of hate 
crimes were extremely rare during the Dark Days, and when they 
occurred, they invariably ended in dismissed charges, hung juries, or 
not-guilty verdicts by all-white juries. As a result, those inclined to 
commit hate crimes were brazenly confi dent—and with good rea-
son—that they were untouchable.

James L. Dickerson:
One of the interesting things about growing up in a small Mississippi Delta 

town during the Dark Days is the opportunity it provided to understand the 

minds of neighbors who were obsessed with racism. Because in small-town 

America everyone knows everyone else—and everyone else’s business—I 

knew the secrets of most of the town’s residents. There was one Klansman, 

obese with slicked-back hair the color of burnt motor oil, who preyed on little 

boys when he wasn’t spouting the racist line. There was the gentleman farmer, 

whose life revolved around racist theory, who because he couldn’t satisfy his 

wife, pursued half the women in town, failing to satisfy them as well, I am told. 

And the belligerent racist redneck who found that the only women that he felt 

he could satisfy were of black skin color, for they were fearful of him and did 

not berate him for his failures in bed, a response he mistakenly took as valida-

tion of his racial superiority. 

Notes Mississippi attorney general Jim Hood, speaking with new-

millennium wisdom: “Back then, the hot-button issue was that African Ameri-

can men were going to marry your white daughter. Interracial marriage was 

their pressure point. I think a lot of people believed that.” 

One of the most startling things one uncovers when delving into the emo-

tional makeup of men who subscribe to a racist philosophy, especially men 

who exhibit violent behavior, is the degree of sexual dysfunction that is pres-

ent. Doesn’t it seem a bit odd that when night riders kill a black man, it always 

seems to involve removing his clothing or touching him in intimate ways? 

Emmett Till was stripped naked before he was killed, an indication that 

sexual gratifi cation was probably a factor in the emotional rush of taking his 

life. Before he was shot and tossed into the river, Mack Charles Parker was 

wrestled and beaten by the men who lynched him, the sexual implications of 
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those hands-on interactions obvious both from a latent homosexual perspec-

tive and from the desire to literally feel the power of a black man who had 

been with a white woman, a recurring fantasy of white men in the South. White 

Mississippians were fearful of black sexual power—and, at the same time, 

curious about it. Likewise, Charles Moore and Henry Dee were tied to a tree 

and whipped with branches, a fantasy worthy of the notorious Marquis de 

Sade, the eighteenth-century Frenchman who infl icted torture on his victims 

for sexual gratifi cation.

The murder of Medgar Evers falls into another sex-related category—sup-

pressed sexual rage. Thanks to the foresight of Byron De la Beckwith’s 

nephew, Reed Massengill, who wrote a biography about his infamous uncle, 

we have detailed information about Beckwith’s sexual profi le that we don’t 

have for other assassins.1 According to Massengill, who interviewed his Aunt 

Willie about her husband’s sexual habits, we know that he was frequently 

impotent. Only infrequently were Willie’s efforts to help Beckwith achieve an 

erection successful. Most of the time he was unable to perform. Wrote Mas-

sengill: “With each passing year, Beckwith’s impotence became a more sig-

nifi cant problem. Even more worrisome, to Willie, was that his dominance and 

sense of power over her seemed inextricably linked to his level of sexual 

excitement.”

The manner in which Beckwith’s impotence was manifest in his racism is 

clearly evident in the racist fl yers that he wrote and distributed on street cor-

ners in Greenwood. In one fl yer he wrote, “The black race in America must not 

be permitted to enter the white bedchamber through the open doors of the 

integrated church.” Beckwith was obsessed with fears that a black man would 

do for his wife what he himself could not do—give her pleasure. Those 

thoughts built day by day, fi nally escalating into a rage that resulted in cold-

blooded murder.

The history of lynching in Mississippi is replete with examples of torture 

that are textbook examples of sexual emotional displacement. Before they 

were killed, black men were often stripped and their genitals were mutilated 

by white men who were obsessed with touching the body parts of a bound 

black man. Sometimes their genitals were cut off and placed in the mouths of 

the victims, an obvious sign of latent homosexuality. For that reason lynching 

was about more than violence or power—it was about sexual gratifi cation. It 
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is diffi cult for a mental health professional to look at a Klansman in his hood 

and robe without seeing the sexual implications. The hood is a classic adapta-

tion of the dominatrix mask, while the robe is designed to conceal not only 

gender but also sexual arousal while infl icting punishment on other men. 

Fear of black sexual prowess with white women, sadistic behavior related 

to various categories of mental illness, and latent homosexuality, with its 

accompanying guilt (interrogation techniques in which the pistol was inserted 

into the mouth of a suspected Klansman was a most effective way of obtaining 

information, primarily because of the homosexual panic the guilt engen-

dered), were at the core of many of the violent killings that took place in Mis-

sissippi during the Dark Days.

James C. Coleman, former director of the Psychology Clinic School at the 

University of California, wrote that some sadistic behavior evolves from what 

psychologists call castration anxiety. “Many sadists are timid, feminine, 

undersexed individuals whose sadistic sexual behavior is apparently designed 

to arouse strong emotions in the sex object. . . . The sadist presumably 

engages in the infl iction of pain as a ‘safe’ means of achieving sexual stimula-

tion and gratifi cation.”2

Beneath the surface of racism linger subterranean motives and drives, 

some darker than others, all refl ective of the very essence of Mississippi 

Values. 

Diehard Mississippi Values

Individuals do not commit despicable acts with an expectation that 
they will go unpunished unless there is a pervasive belief throughout 
the culture that odious acts can be justifi ed in certain situations. That 
was—and still is—the case in Mississippi.

The problem is that white Mississippians, as a whole, don’t much 
care for the Declaration of Independence, with its talk about equal 
rights—and they support only parts of the U.S. Constitution, such as 
the Second Amendment, which guarantees the right to bear arms. 
Over the years, Mississippi has opposed the peaceful-assembly word-
ing of the First Amendment; the Thirteenth Amendment, which abol-
ished slavery; the Fifteenth Amendment, which provided equal rights 
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to citizens of color; the Nineteenth Amendment, which gave women 
the right to vote and was not ratifi ed by Mississippi until 1984; the 
proposed child labor amendment of 1924, which Mississippi helped 
defeat; and the Twenty-Fourth Amendment, which barred the poll tax 
in federal elections and was never ratifi ed by Mississippi. 

Until the federal government forced the Voting Rights Act of 1965 
on white Mississippians, the political candidate who invariably pre-
vailed was the one who could most convincingly assure voters that 
their culture of white dominance would remain intact. After 1965, 
blacks were able to muster enough votes to force the worst of the 
white politicians to modify their campaign language, discouraging 
them from using red-fl ag words and phrases such as states rights, com-
munism, and Southern way of life.

Today the phrase used most often by race-baiting politicians is 
Mississippi Values, a code phrase for the old way of life—segregation, 
violence against people of color, and unbridled corporatism, a modern-
day substitute for the old plantation system. As recently as 2007 and 
2008, when elections were held for offi ces at the state and federal 
levels, candidates boldly advertised their support of Mississippi Values 
over traditional American values of justice and equal rights. In other 
words they were a “safe” candidate to trust with the old traditions.

The perpetuation of Mississippi Values has made the state the 
poorest in the nation.3 Other distinctions—directly related to the 
imposition of Mississippi Values—have made the state the fattest in 
the union; the unhealthiest state overall, with the most venereal dis-
ease; the state with one of the highest rates of domestic violence; the 
state with the lowest educational test scores; the most politically cor-
rupt state, based on public corruption convictions; and, perhaps most 
relevant, a state with a high incidence of mental illness.

Of all the crimes committed over the years by Mississippi state 
offi cials, none approach the depravity of the abuse infl icted on the 
state’s children. In 2007, Mississippi settled a lawsuit brought by Chil-
dren’s Rights, a New York organization that went to court to prove that 
the Mississippi Department of Human Services was guilty of infl ict-
ing sexual, physical, and emotional abuse on the state’s 3,500 foster 
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children, most of whom are black. The state accepted the terms of a 
court-ordered settlement placing Human Services under a fi ve-year 
period of supervision. Incredibly, those offi cials at Human Services 
most responsible for the abuse were never prosecuted. On the con-
trary, they were left in positions of authority, where they are free to 
continue the abuse. 

Alex A. Alston Jr.:
I have lived in Mississippi all of my life except for the four years I spent in the 

Marine Corps. I adore this state and the genuine friendliness and hospitality 

of its people. I recall living in Orange County, California, when being released 

from the armed services, and telling my friends I was returning to Mississippi 

to enter law school.

I’ll never forget the looks on their faces and their comments: “For good-

ness sake, why?” “Why would you return to that cesspool?” “Why not go to 

law school here? This is the fastest-growing county in the country [and it was], 

and you could make loads of money practicing law here.”

But Mississippi is like a magnet. Both sides of my family have lived here 

for over six generations. My wife’s family has deep roots here. We both love 

the free and open countryside, the beautiful rivers and creeks, and, best of 

all, our friends and family. I especially enjoy the storytelling tradition and the 

wonderful anecdotes told by my grandmother of the exploits of her father in 

the Civil War and of him riding his pony, Blackbird, during the Modoc Indian 

War.

In 1964, when Bill Waller asked the jury during the voir dire for the Beck-

with trial if it was all right for a white man to kill a black man, it was not an 

unreasonable question. As a lawyer, if I asked the same question today, some 

forty-four years later, the judge would be so outraged that he or she would 

place me in contempt and probably jail me on the spot. Why did Waller insist 

on making this racist inquiry in 1964? Simply because he had to. Although it 

is hard to believe, in 1964 many Mississippians believed it was quite all right 

to kill African Americans. I had friends who never thought any differently.

Despite Brown v. Board of Education and the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 

1965, Mississippi remained a rigidly segregated and oppressive society for 
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blacks. I recall one of my out-of-state friends calling me and telling me that we 

should build a tall fence around Mississippi and call it our “insane asylum.” 

The racial violence has been quite harmful to my beloved state. In addition to 

the harm it has caused the blacks, attempting to hold them down for more 

than one hundred years, even at a time when they constituted over 50 percent 

of the population, it has caused tremendous economic harm to Mississippi, 

from which the state has never recovered.

The vote was withheld from blacks in every conceivable way. As late as 

1964, only 6.5 percent of the black voting-age population was registered to 

vote, and in some counties there were no registered black voters, even in 

counties where there was a heavy black majority. But the blacks did vote. They 

voted with their feet. They got out of this race-haunted state, and they left in 

great numbers. In 1900 the African American population in Mississippi was 

59 percent. By 2000 it had dropped to 36 percent. The loss to the state has 

been enormous. In addition to the devastating effect on the remaining black 

community, it drained the state of some of its most productive people. 

Because Mississippi is unable to compete with the population fi gures of other 

states, it now has only four United States representatives, down from a high 

of eight in 1931. 

Driving through the Mississippi Delta today, one is sickened when observ-

ing the ghost towns scattered throughout that area. Entire Delta towns are 

standing without one store or business open. My hometown of Hollandale 

brings tears to my eyes when I look down the main street and remember thou-

sands of people laughing, shopping, and playing, and now see nothing but 

boarded-up stores and restaurants and some mangy-looking dogs looking for 

something to eat. The same is true of dozens of towns such as Shaw, Delta 

City, Arcola, and many more.

After living through all of this, I still would live no other place. I love my 

friends and family right here in Mississippi. I still have an understanding of my 

friends who were racist; this is the way they were taught. They grew up in the 

Jim Crow years and thought the system worked extremely well, and they actu-

ally enjoyed their white supremacy. Why should they think any differently? 

Their parents thought the same. 

I sometimes think back to the tragic death of President Kennedy. Reports 

throughout Mississippi speak of the schoolchildren shouting with joy when 
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they heard the news. One grade school girl told her teacher that she “bet her 

daddy did it,” no doubt recalling the frequent bursts of hatred for Kennedy she 

had heard from her father.

These were not the best of times. If you attempted to express a view con-

trary to the rule of white supremacy, you were in trouble. If you were a black, 

you would immediately lose your job, your house, or your lease; be run out of 

town; or worse. A white in all likelihood would be ostracized, lose his or her 

business, or be forced to seek sanctuary in another state. Not only did one 

have to be careful in what was said, even to close friends and confi dants, but 

also one had to be aware that one was being watched with an eagle eye by 

various state agencies. 

When the Sovereignty Commission fi les were fi nally opened to the public 

in 1998, I was surprised to be notifi ed that my name was in the fi les, along 

with thousands of others. An opportunity was given by the court to redact 

one’s name from the fi les if one desired to do so. My fi rst thought was Why 

bother? Why did I care?

Reluctantly, I went to the records and discovered that my name was 

included because I was the lawyer who represented the “outlaw group” that 

ended up with the interim license for television station WLBT. My thought was 

that this spy agency had a lot of free time on its hands if it was following me 

around to assure that I was not a Communist and that I was not disregarding 

Mississippi Values.

Mississippi News Media Today

In many ways the Mississippi media have an even weaker moral com-
pass today than they did during the Dark Days. Journalism has gone 
downhill since the 1960s. Today there is only one progressive newspa-
per in the entire state. It was Hodding Carter III who began the news-
paper shake-ups, when in January 1980 he and his family sold the Delta 
Democrat-Times to the conservative, California-based Freedom News-
paper chain. Two years later the Hederman family announced the sale 
of the Clarion-Ledger and the Jackson Daily News, along with six Mis-
sissippi weeklies, to the conservative Gannett Company, a mammoth 
newspaper chain with expansive corporate interests. 
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In 1984, Jimmy Ward, who had been struggling with throat can-
cer for several years, retired on his sixty-fi fth birthday, completing 
twenty-six years as editor of the Jackson Daily News. A farewell to 
Ward, published in the Sunday joint edition of the Clarion-Ledger–
Jackson Daily News was headlined: Fiery Editor’s Retirement Ends 
an Era. Five weeks later Ward was dead. The following year, almost 
to the day, Tom Hederman died at the age of seventy-three. The two 
men were the Butch Cassidy and Sundance Kid of Mississippi 
media. 

The Jackson Daily News ceased to exist in 1989, when Gannett 
folded it into the Clarion-Ledger. Today you can fi nd little evidence in 
Jackson that the Jackson Daily News ever existed. Back issues have 
been purged from the city’s public library, and the only place that 
back issues can be found is at the Mississippi Department of Archives 
and History, where the newspaper has been stored on microfi lm.

The post-Hederman Clarion-Ledger raised hopes in 1983 when 
the newspaper was awarded a Pulitzer Prize for its coverage of educa-
tional issues in the state, but it turned out to be more of a last-gasp 
effort for relevancy by the old staff than a promise of good things to 
come from new corporate ownership. The “new” Clarion-Ledger no 
longer has a racist agenda, but it does have a troubling history of sup-
porting the rights of corporations over the rights of citizens. 

Mississippi attorney general Jim Hood longs for the days when 
mom-and-pop newspapers across the state offered independent voices 
on the issues. “I’m not a big fan of the corporate news media,” he 
explains. “Look at what happened with the war in Iraq. The media 
completed failed. In Mississippi, it used to be television that rushed 
to the scene of an accident to give us tabloid news, but today the situ-
ation has reversed and it’s the newspapers that are reporting tabloid 
news.” In 2008, while meeting with the Clarion-Ledger’s editorial 
board, Hood suggested they add a Democratic columnist to their staff 
to balance conservative Republican dominance of the opinion pages. 
His suggestion was ignored. 

After its corporate takeover in 1982, it took six years for the Clarion-
Ledger to again distinguish itself by publishing a series of articles on the 
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Sovereignty Commission. The articles were bolstered by strong editori-
als from editorial page director David Hampton, who had worked as a 
political writer and columnist for the Jackson Daily News. 

During the Dark Days, Mississippi had brave, visionary male and 
female editors such as Hodding Carter, Hodding Carter III, Ira Har-
key, and Hazel Brannon Smith all offering progressive leadership. 
Mississippi also had a string of editors at the Commercial Appeal in 
Memphis, most notably Michael Grehl, a progressive who took a spe-
cial interest in Mississippi. However, a troublesome void has devel-
oped with the loss of those legendary editors and with the movement 
of the Commercial Appeal toward a more right-wing editorial philoso-
phy. The only shining light in the Mississippi media today is the Jack-
son Free Press, a weekly newspaper under the editorship of 
Mississippi-born Donna Ladd. As the only progressive newspaper in 
the state, it has distinguished itself with news stories and editorials 
that have dealt with a wide range of social and political issues, includ-
ing important investigations of cold-case civil rights murders.

James L. Dickerson:
One of the hardest things for me to reconcile about the corruption of the news 

media during the Dark Days is how otherwise decent people could get caught 

up in a mindset that allowed them to rationalize betraying their First Amend-

ment responsibilities by aiding state-supported terror against African 

Americans.

Jackson Daily News editor Jimmy Ward was literally the voice of racism in 

Mississippi in the 1950s and 1960s, using not only hurtful words under his 

own byline but also the power of the newsroom to manipulate news stories in 

such a way as to deprive readers of the truth. Yet by the 1970s, when I got to 

know him, he was a personable man with a good sense of humor who never 

once made a racist comment in my presence.

Hal DeCell was another newsman who was problematic for me. I grew up 

reading his Deer Creek Pilot, a weekly newspaper that focused on community 

news. I don’t recall the newspaper publishing much news about African Ameri-

cans, but neither do I recall it taking mean-spirited editorial positions against 
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them. Yet DeCell was one of the founding members of the Mississippi Sover-

eignty Commission, someone who worked day and night to carry out its 

destructive mission.

Several years ago, in an effort to better understand DeCell, I spoke to one 

of his sons, Hal Jr., about his father. He said he had childhood memories of 

hearing his father discuss the commission. “I remember him saying that the 

fi les never should have been done. I know my father, and I know he would 

never do anything to hurt other folks.” I would agree with that. In the 1970s, 

when I started working for the Delta Democrat-Times, the Deer Creek Pilot 

reprinted many of my stories, some on the front page.

On the editorial page, where DeCell and his wife, Carolyn, both wrote 

columns, I was frequently mentioned, and in the most favorable terms imagin-

able. Their political and social beliefs were the direct opposite of my own—

and they knew that full well—yet they put those differences aside to 

acknowledge my talents as a writer, no small thing in a community where 

everyone knows everyone else. You can probably imagine the grief it caused 

me to acknowledge Hal DeCell’s commission activities in this book. 

Why did so many journalists during the Dark Days abandon their princi-

ples, professional and religious, to serve such a nefarious cause? We may 

never fully understand that. Some like Erle Johnston lived out the betrayal 

until the bitter end, never acknowledging guilt, though a 1968 hospitalization 

for stress charitably could be viewed as an unconscious awareness of guilt. 

Others, such as Hal DeCell, walked away from the commission and never 

looked back, resuming a life of community usefulness amid quiet moments of 

regret expressed to family members. DeCell was like most Mississippians, 

including myself, who love the state even while simultaneously feeling disap-

pointment in its shortcomings. 

It Ain’t Over, Not Yet

Government sometimes pretends that it has no past, only a glorious 
future. New elections, new faces, new priorities are supposed to delete 
the past, as if it never existed, but the new faces are little more than 
new images painted over the canvas of old disappointments. Govern-
ment can never rid itself of its past, not entirely.
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For three decades Mississippi offi cials conspired with racial ter-
rorists, yet never has the federal government conducted an investiga-
tion into those human rights abuses. Moving on is not an option. 
There are people in Mississippi today who committed heinous crimes 
against humanity, and they are walking about enjoying the fruits of 
democracy, freedoms that others have given their lives to nourish. If 
there’s one thing that should be obvious about the events that have 
shaped Mississippi’s past, it is that there is still much work to be done 
to right the wrongs. 

Presently, Mississippi is busily redacting its past, with the help of 
the news media and the churches, behaving like an animal covering 
up its wastes in a befouled nest. There are those in the state who say 
the past should be left alone. They are fearful the past will tell them 
something about themselves that they do not want to hear. In some 
respects Mississippi is like a town that is being terrorized by an obnox-
ious drunk wandering the streets, fi ring a revolver at anything that 
moves. That drunk is racism, and the good people of the state—and 
there are many fi ne people in Mississippi—cower behind drawn 
blinds, whispering among themselves that tomorrow will be a new 
day. 

One of the great ironies of Mississippi is that many of the native 
sons who brought high accolades to the state—Medgar Evers, Wil-
liam Faulkner, John Grisham, B. B. King, Willie Morris, Elvis Presley, 
Eudora Welty, Tennessee Williams, Richard Wright, and others—
were universally disliked by white Mississippians throughout much of 
their careers because of their positions on civil rights issues. 

Today Mississippi has more black elected offi cials than any other 
state. That is a momentous improvement that is directly related to the 
spiritual endurance of those who stood up to the tyranny of the past. 
But even that is not what it seems. Not since Reconstruction has Mis-
sissippi elected a person of color to a statewide offi ce. The black 
offi ce-holders who today make Mississippi look good in the eyes of the 
nation all owe their victories to small, majority-black voting districts. 
Voters in white-majority voting districts are still reluctant to extend 
the hand of acceptance to black candidates.
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The racial divide was clearly visible in the 2008 presidential race, 
which saw Republican candidate John McCain, who has family ties 
to Mississippi, receive 57 percent of the vote in Mississippi, with 
Democratic candidate Barack Obama receiving 43 percent. Since 
blacks make up 37 percent of the population in Mississippi, the high-
est percentage of any state, it is obvious that very few whites voted for 
Obama, something that surprised no one. Throughout the campaign, 
Mississippi racists were the dominant voice in the state, using talk 
radio to accuse Obama of the most irrational things imaginable. In 
the days following the election, the Clarion-Ledger received reports 
that children were forbidden to mention Obama’s name at school, and 
those who disobeyed were suspended. One person reported being 
forcibly removed from a state offi ce building because she was wearing 
an Obama campaign button. 

 
For most of her life, the beloved Mississippi author Eudora Welty 
lived only a short distance away from the seat of power in Jackson, 
Mississippi, and around the corner from her neighbor Alex A. Alston.4 
As she walked the streets to run the pedestrian errands of daily life, 
read the newspapers, shopped at the grocery, and attended church, 
she witnessed the effects of the Dark Days in countless ways. 

Once, while commenting on her work as a WPA photographer 
during the Great Depression, Welty said, “My wish, my continuing 
passion, would be not to point the fi nger in judgment but to part a 
curtain, that invisible shadow that falls between people, the veil of 
indifference to each other’s presence, each other’s wonder, each oth-
er’s human plight.” She might well have been talking about Missis-
sippi’s Dark Days and the challenge that lies in parting the Magnolia 
curtain so that the atrocities they veil can never be repeated under 
the tattered fl ag of Mississippi Values. 
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Notes

 2. Emmett Till: A Prelude to Terror

 1. William Bradford Huie, “The Shocking Story of Approved Killing in 

Mississippi,” Look, January 24, 1956; Centers for Disease Control, 

www.usgovinfo.about.com/od/healthcare.

 2. The background information on Emmett Till, the participants in the 

killing, and the aftermath were gleaned from several sources, including 

William Bradford Huie’s Look article, reports on the trial, a U.S. Depart-

ment of Justice press release dated May 19, 2004, and two articles 
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courage. These were dark days indeed for Mississippi, but
Alston and Dickerson let in the light.”
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“An unflinching look at the roots of racism that corrupts the
Mississippi government to this day. This compelling book is
must reading to understand the primal fears and political
manipulation that divide our nation and threaten our Founding
Fathers’ basic moral imperative: ‘All men are created equal.’”
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“Alex Alston and James Dickerson have performed an invalu-
able service by unearthing painful truths . . . and portraying
them with graphic clarity. Alston, a tenacious and able trial
lawyer, and Dickerson, a gifted investigative journalist, bring to
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having lived through the terrible events they describe. The
result is a courageous, provocative, and sobering reminder that
evil inevitably flourishes when good men fail to challenge it.”
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ynchings, beatings, arson, denial of rights,
false imprisonment—the civil rights era
brought attention to these heinous 

offenses that were the status quo for African
Americans in many areas of the country. And
no state was more notorious as a sanctuary for
the murderers and perpetrators of hate crimes
than Mississippi. In 1956 state lawmakers
installed the Mississippi State Sovereignty
Commission to preserve segregation and
“Mississippi Values” by declaring the state 
outside the jurisdiction of the federal govern-
ment. Under the auspices of the governor and
lieutenant governor, the commission joined
forces with groups such as the White Citizens’
Councils, which would stop at nothing in their
quest for white supremacy.

In Devil’s Sanctuary, Alex A. Alston Jr. 
and James L. Dickerson, both of whom grew
up in small-town Mississippi, recount the
state’s shameful racist history and explore how
Mississippi was able to get away with its role as
a safe haven for the most virulent and violent
racists, allowing them immunity from prosecu-
tion. The breakdown of institutions, with
everyone from judges and elected officials to
clergy and the media looking the other way, not
only permitted but even encouraged acts so
horrendous that many citizens cannot believe
they happened—and still could happen—in the
United States.

Analysis of the major crimes, the institu-
tional collusion, delayed and never-delivered
justice, and the state’s attempts at atonement is
interspersed with the authors’ accounts of what
they saw, heard, and experienced as whites—
thus “insiders”—from that troubled time to the
present day. Devil’s Sanctuary is part shocking
history and part moving memoir, an eyewitness
account of judicial, media, and economic ter-
rorism directed against African Americans.
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